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Some stories come together as easily as Superman leaping a tall building or moving faster than a speeding bullet. Others are brought into the world kicking and screaming and fighting every inch of the way. Rooftops is one of the latter ones. The first draft was written in November of 2010 for National Novel Writing Month. At the time, I was looking to cash in on the vampire/werewolf craze (and I still am, obviously), but wanted to combine it with my love for superhero fiction. The Just Cause Universe was ticking along, but I didn’t want to “pollute” it with supernatural influences, so I set the book in a fictional locale called Mesa City—a tip of the hat to all the fictional cities in the DC Comics universe. Rooftops eventually made it out as an ebook, but I was never happy with it. I couldn’t get a cover I liked. I couldn’t get any traction with it. Eventually I took it off sale and trunked it, as I have done with other projects.

Fast forward to 2019, when the Just Cause Universe is zooming along, and I’m branching out stories into different character arcs, sometimes with long-reaching plot lines. If you’ve been reading along since the beginning, you’ll know, for example, that things I set up in Just Cause paid off eleven books later in Arena. This is all by design. Earlier this year, I started planning ahead for a huge crossover story that would involve characters from multiple story arcs coming together in a massive tale called Extinction Event. Before I can write that one, I have to write multiple books to set the stage for it—moving pieces around the board of the Just Cause Universe. In some cases, I have to write books to set up the set-up stories. Suddenly, I realized that Rooftops could be, with some tweaking, one of those set-up books.

A lot has changed from the original story. Now it’s set in a real location, like the rest of the JCU tales: Reno, Nevada. Characters have changed gender and sexual preference more than once in the course of revisions. Plot points have been switched around, dispensed of, or changed entirely from the original book. What does this mean for you? Hopefully a better experience as a reader, and the knowledge that werewolves and vampires do exist within the Just Cause Universe.

They just keep it a secret.

* * *
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As always, I have a list of people without whom this book would never have come to pass. I have my original editor Allison to thank, and my more recent beta reading team of Ira, Adrienne, and newcomer Andrew—who is working on a JCU project himself. Between them, they have helped bring this project together. I want to thank my original cover artist Cat, who never quite found her footing with the first cover, and my current artist Scott, who bucked conventional comic book-style art to produce the fantastic bold cover gracing this volume. My family, as always, has been incredibly supportive of this ridiculous eccentric writer lifestyle, as Jackie’s Jenn called it. And finally, thank you to all my fans who buy books, write reviews, and spread the word. I love you the mostest!

-Ian Thomas Healy

September, 2019
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November 2012

Reno, Nevada

Jackie was a nighttime costumed vigilante, and that wasn’t even the most interesting thing about her.

The waning Moon hid behind a mask of clouds, dropping a chill rain on the rooftops of Reno. Jackie was glad of the fur over her head and shoulders. The cold-weather version of her matte-black bodysuit kept her warm and dry, but rainwater still seeped in through the eye holes of the cowl and ran down her face to soak her undershirt collar. Maybe Dominica could fashion artificial tear ducts to route water down the sides of the mask’s snout instead.

The sound of rapid splashing footsteps pulled her attention from the discomfort of the damp collar and reminded her that out here, she wasn’t some spoiled writer, she was the masked vigilante known as White Fang. She padded to the edge of the rooftop and peered into the alley below. Someone didn’t have the sense to get out of the rain. The irony of the observation was not lost upon her.

A slender man ran up the alley. He turned to look behind him, tripped over a trash bin, and splashed face-first into a puddle. A large, leather-bound portfolio spun from his grasp. Two more figures entered the alley, moving with swift, silent purpose. The man scrambled to his feet, slipped on some trash, and fell again. He didn’t cry out for help, perhaps too frightened of what appeared to be an attempted mugging.

Jackie would even the odds. Nothing warmed one on a chilly night like administering a good old-fashioned beating. She reached into her belt and triggered Dominica’s bollix device. The short-range signal blocker interfered with cell phones, radios, and CCTV cameras. The best way to maintain the urban legend of White Fang was to make it difficult for anyone to obtain tangible proof of her existence. The beast within her breast yammered, screaming to be let loose, shrieking for blood. She bit her own lip until it bled. The sharp pain and coppery taste helped her focus without becoming the monster.

She went over the side.

Her superhuman muscles absorbed the impact of dropping a few stories with no more effort than if she’d jumped off a curb. She landed in a crouch behind the two aggressors. One of them withdrew a spray can from inside his jacket and blasted it in the face of their intended victim as he tried to regain his footing. The young man collapsed without another sound.

The cloying spray was sweet, a mixture of flowers and incense and opiates, strong enough to make Jackie’s head spin. Despite the heavy scent, Jackie’s tainted blood kept her alert. Tungsten steel claws at the toes of her boots sparked against the wet cement. She spread her hands wide to display similar claws at the fingertips of her gauntlets, lowered her head to emphasize the wolf’s-head cowl. “Let him go.” The growling voice sounded rough and masculine thanks to the modulator Dominica built into the cowl because Jackie’s own voice wasn’t threatening enough.

The men didn’t even turn to look.

They bent down to pick up their unconscious victim. Nonplussed, Jackie stepped forward, grabbed one by the shoulder, and spun him around. “I said, let him go.”

A rotting stench of death and chemicals washed over Jackie, thick and powerful even in the rain. Greening tumors grew on the cheeks of the man’s dead-white face. Jackie froze with the horror of the man’s appearance.

The man swept his arm back and flung Jackie across the alley. She smashed against the concrete wall. Pain shot through her as ribs cracked at the collision, too much for even her kevlar-weave bodysuit to absorb. Her unnatural healing knitted the bones back together in an instant, but the impact still jarred her. Stunned more than hurt, she shook herself and jumped back to her feet. The man who’d struck her wore what might have once been a nice suit, but it hung in tattered rags. Why does he smell like a dead man? And what the hell is he, a super-strong parahuman?

Her lip curled into a snarl. Two could play at that game.

She growled like her namesake, blood boiling. Her face tingled as the beast within her struggled to free itself and her bones and muscles tried to reshape themselves into something much less human. She forced it back and tempered the rage as she dug her tungsten claws into the man’s shoulder and threw him against the concrete. The wall cracked when he hit it, but even then, he uttered no sound as he collapsed to the pavement.

Jackie whirled to confront the other aggressor, whose face was even more decayed. She saw yellowed teeth through an actual hole in the side of his face. The reek of death and decay made her head spin. She had no doubt the man before her was very dead, yet moving with an offensive semblance of life. 

Zombie!

Even in a world where people could fly unaided, shoot lightning bolts from their hands, or shatter buildings with a single blow, Jackie had never heard of such a thing.

Moving with surprising speed, the zombie hooked its fingers into claws and swung awkward but fast strikes at her. Jackie deflected them with the tungsten-plated gauntlets, backing away as the monster advanced. Her breath steamed in the chilly rain, but no breath came from the animated corpse.

She forgot the other zombie and nearly paid for it with her head. As hard as she’d thrown him against the wall, he should have been unconscious and broken, but instead he swung a section of pipe at her from the side. She ducked one blow and deflected another with her forearm, cracking both bones. In the moment when she couldn’t use her arm, the other zombie grabbed her from behind and squeezed, trapping her elbows against her ribs. The zombie with the pipe raised it and shoved the rusty end at Jackie’s face. She bent forward at the waist to pull the zombie behind her into the blow.

The pipe hit the zombie’s face with a juicy splatter. The creature released Jackie and staggered back a few steps. Jackie braced her hands on the ground and kicked hard with both feet, driving the zombie back farther, the length of pipe still embedded in his face. He fell onto his back, hands flailing at the pipe sticking straight up from his head.

Hole-in-the-face zombie, once again unarmed, went for Jackie. with decaying fingers hooked into claws. Even with his unschooled lunges and swipes, she was hard-pressed to avoid his grasp. He was far and away the strongest, fastest foe she’d ever battled—a far cry from the drug dealers and petty lowlifes she normally fought.

He caught her with a glancing blow off her shoulder and his other hand hooked onto her cowl. Before he could tear it off, Jackie slashed with her tungsten claws and ripped the zombie’s face off his skull.

Except instead of a skull, another face lurked beneath the gruesome, decayed ribbons of flesh, as if it had been wearing the dead human as a costume. It had no features save for a mouth three times as wide as it should have been, with at least a hundred gleaming teeth. The remaining shreds of the zombie’s face tore away. The apparition hissed at her like a pressure valve releasing on a boiler, its breath as foul as an open sewer.

Jackie, desperate to destroy this new horror, grabbed the pipe stuck through the other zombie’s skull and yanked, tearing the head loose. Rancid green smoke poured from its stump of neck. She whirled and lunged at the mouth-creature, impaling it right through its gaping maw with the broken pipe. The horrible face vanished, leaving only a dead body with a pipe shoved through its face. Jackie twisted and wrenched the pipe to one side and, with a meaty rip, separated the zombie’s head from its body. Common lore said decapitation was effective against the undead. She didn’t know if that was true in reality but it seemed safer than any other immediate alternative.

Blood thundered in Jackie’s ears as she balanced on the balls of her feet, waiting to see if the zombies would rise again. Smoke ceased pouring from their neck stumps after a few seconds. A minute later, when neither creature had moved, she decided she’d won. Her heartbeat slowed from its combat rate and her body ached as it worked to heal the damage she’d sustained.

“Man,” she said aloud. “I need to give myself a raise.” Then she smiled beneath her cowl; that wasn’t a White Fang statement so much as a Jacquelyn Langdon phrase—something a character from one of her Silverback books would say.

The stench of decay and unfamiliar chemicals made her wonder if they’d been borne from tubs of some evil concoction. How does one make a zombie, anyway?

She removed one of her gauntlets and knelt to check on their victim, who lay unmoving in a puddle. His pulse beat strong and his breathing was slow but regular. The zombies had intended to capture this young man alive instead of kill him and eat his brains—if that was what real-life zombies did. What good was he to them? Or were the zombies following orders?

Jackie loved a good mystery, and White Fang was just the vigilante to solve it.

She touched a hidden button on her belt to recall her self-driving truck. Two miles away, the large black pickup with the sloped camper shell engaged its engine so the onboard computer could guide it to her.

While the truck approached, Jackie considered the best way to dispose of the bodies. She didn’t consider herself having killed them, as they had clearly already been dead when they’d attacked. The police wouldn’t see it that way, and she was already wanted in connection with dozens of assaults. They took murder investigations much more seriously, and if they decided she was a parahuman, she might wind up having to contend with Just Cause coming after her. If she was in custody at the wrong time of the month, her secret would be out and she’d never see the outside of a cage ever again. They’d send her to Deep Six—or worse, a black site science lab. She’d spend the rest of her life as a lab animal, being poked and prodded by scientists and doctors trying to understand what she was.

The grocery store’s large trash compactor would be the best bet, pulping the bodies into unrecognizable jelly. She popped open an access hatch atop the huge steel bin and was rewarded with the stench of rotting produce and piles of boxes not yet crushed. With tenements right behind the store, the manager probably had established rules about when the compactor could be used. Jackie wondered if anyone had heard the noises of the battle, but after replaying it in her mind, she realized that as far as fights went, it had been strangely quiet.

Jackie lifted the two zombie bodies up to the hatch and shoved them inside the bin one at a time, using the broken pipe to push them deep enough into the garbage that they wouldn’t pop out with compaction. Their heads went in next, along with what gore she could wipe away from her costume. Dominica was going to be furious about the stains, but upon reflection, they were better than stains from Jackie’s blood. 

She sealed the access hatch just as her truck rolled into the alley. It sickened her how calm she’d been about the killing and disposal of the bodies, but she and death had been close companions her entire life. She had vivid memories of tearing open the throats of animals and feasting upon their steaming innards. A human had never died in her jaws, but she lived in constant fear that it wasn’t a question of if she would kill, but when. She risked it every night she went out as White Fang. One bad injury or loss of control, and the beast would escape, even on a moonless night.

Instead of suffering in silence, fighting criminals had given her an outlet for her aggression. Therapeutic violence, her doctor friend called it. Like some alcoholics had to maintain a certain blood alcohol percentage just to function, Jackie needed a certain level of violence to keep her beastly alter ego satisfied without letting it subsume her. She turned that violence toward the predatory elements of the city. Criminals feared pain, loss of respect, and embarrassment, and Jackie fought them by using those fears against them. She’d built up a decently fearful reputation among the denizens of the criminal underworld, and she grinned whenever she overheard whispers of “The Wolf” who hunted them. 

The Gazette-Journal had also gotten wind of her, and they were quietly offering a reward for a picture of White Fang. Dominica’s bollix made that nearly impossible, but Jackie knew sooner or later someone would snap a picture with a camera using actual film, and that would take some of the mystery away. Just Cause was a distant concern, but so far, she’d kept a low enough profile that the Parahuman Resources Administration hadn’t sent anyone to investigate her. At least, she didn’t think they had. The smartest thing would have been for her to hang up her cowl and never go on the hunt again, but crime wouldn’t stop just because she did, and she would still need a way to keep her brutal side under control.

She followed her nose to the zombies’ discarded spray canister and sealed it into a plastic container for further investigation.

Last, she lifted the man into the passenger seat of the truck. He was slender, with dark hair and eyes showing Asian heritage. His face was composed and serene in unconsciousness. Jackie strapped him into the seat and debated whether to bind his hands, just in case. She opted not to; she didn’t want to treat him as an opponent if she didn’t have to. He was a victim, and Jackie had a duty to see he would be all right. She retrieved his portfolio and slipped it behind the seat.

Jackie slipped behind the wheel and shifted the truck into gear. As she guided the large black vehicle from the alley, she thumbed the button on the wheel to call her doctor, Alix.

“Yes, Jackie, what is it?”

“I’ve got a victim here that I want you to take a look at. He was attacked by . . . well, by zombies.”

A normal doctor might have argued there was no such thing, but six months as part of White Fang’s team had opened Alix’s mind to many possibilities.

“Sounds intriguing. You want a dissection and autopsy, then?”

Jackie glanced at the young man in the seat beside her. “No, he’s still alive. I’m hoping you can keep him that way.”

“Is he cute?”

“Alix, he’s a victim.”

“You never let me have any fun.”

“You’ve got lots of nifty toys in that lab. How is that not fun?”

“Good point. Bring him in, then. I’ll do my best, but I warn you. I’m having a bad day at the office.”

“Your bad days are still better than most doctors’ best days.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, Jackie. See you soon.”

She broke the connection and left Jackie to drive south in silence, heading for the mountains and her secret den.
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November 2012

San Francisco, California

Charlotte Pastor strode across the expensive granite floor. She was dark-skinned with tight black curls cropped close to her skull and the child of Jamaican slaves. To anyone not in the know, the San Francisco office building was just another faceless corporation, but to her and others like her, it was the North American home of the Midnight Collective, a centuries-old organization dedicated to the survival and anonymity of vampirekind. She flashed her badge to the human guards waiting at the metal detector and they waved her through. 

The guards were a precaution only against unwelcome human visitors. The chief of security, an old-school vampire who’d been turned around the time of the American Revolution, believed humans were the best deterrents against their own kind. Charlotte would have preferred a couple of trained dogs and naked assault rifles like they used in Israel, but she wasn’t in charge of Collective security. Her calling lay on other, bloodier paths.

She gave her bag to a waiting thrall and asked to have it taken to her room. The young woman gave a polite bow and left to comply

Her boot heels clacked on the floor as she traversed the main hall, heading for the elevators. Hunting werewolves was hungry, tiresome work, and some days not even fresh blood could cure Charlotte’s exhaustion at the never-ending chore. Werewolves delighted in killing humans, and vampires couldn’t survive without human blood. If too many humans died, they might discover the existence of the undead, and then a culling would begin. It had many times throughout history. Charlotte worked to prevent that, defending humans who never knew about the desperate, bloody war being fought in the alleys and sub-basements of their world.

It was a noble, honorable job among her kind, and she was one of the best in the world.

The elevator door slid open and a tall native American man emerged, hair plaited neatly into two braids over his shoulders and turquoise conchas decorating the band of his cowboy hat. “Welcome home, Nightfall. I heard you were in Asia.”

“Hunan Province.” Charlotte stepped onto the elevator and pushed the button for descent. “Another colony.”

“There’s always another colony. Don’t you ever get tired?”

“No,” she lied. “Not until they’re all dead.”

“I wish I had your dedication.” He tipped his hat to her. She didn’t remember his name. It didn’t matter.

“If more of you in the Collective did, we might not be needed any longer. Did you ever think about that?”

The doors shut before the other operative could formulate a response. In truth, Charlotte was tired. After several decades of hunting and slaughtering werewolves, it felt like she hadn’t made the slightest bit of difference. It was like trying to redirect a river with a shovel. She leaned back against the wall of the elevator and practiced taking a deep breath. She reminded herself to breathe now and then just to retain the ability for when she spent time among humans. Even nearly a century since her embrace, she still found catharsis in a sigh.

Hunan had been a bad one. The colony was holed up in a cheap plaster-and-paper apartment building. With the local overpopulation, the werewolves had not only been well-fed, they’d taken to killing humans for fun. When she and a Chinese agent had assaulted the colony, they’d discovered bodies of children that had been torn apart without being eaten, women who’d been savaged in ways Charlotte didn’t care to recall, and men kept in cages to be released and hunted daily.

All but the most deranged humans felt a mixture of revulsion, pity, and righteous anger when they happened upon mistreated dogs. Charlotte felt the same way about the humans she’d discovered in the werewolf colony.

She could still hear the human captives’ terrified screams as she and Agent Huojin stormed the building with silver bullets and aconite spray—two dark avenging angels against a dozen of the dog-men. The vampires had been careless and overconfident, and a werewolf tore out Huojin’s throat in the second while Charlotte reloaded her pistols.

Now, back in the States, all Charlotte wanted was a long, hot bath and to feel Anastasia’s arms around her.

She found Anastasia in the dojo, giving a combat lesson to the latest batch of recruits. If it had been full of humans, the air would have been redolent with the stink of perspiration, but vampires didn’t sweat. Charlotte leaned against the edge of the doorway to watch Anastasia conduct her class. Her gi hugged her hips and left her calves and slender ankles exposed. Anastasia shook out her reddish blonde curls and had a student approach her. She dispatched him swiftly using a combination of French savate kicks and finished with a Japanese jujitsu lock and throw. The victim crashed against a support pillar and before he could recover, Anastasia had a silver dagger resting point-first beneath his sternum. If he’d been a werewolf, he’d be dead.

“What you must understand,” Anastasia said in her brusque peasant accent that she’d made no attempt to remove in forty years, “Is that as vampires, we stop growing, but we can still force change into our bodies with much practice and effort. Say you were big strong man before embrace and want to become bodybuilder afterward.” She poked one of the recruits, a giant of a Pakistani man whose muscles strained to burst through his skin. “You must work much harder than human for much longer to condition and change vampire body. Great patience is needed. Same goes for learning fighting skills. Vampire muscle memory takes much time to instill. You will work hard to become skilled agents of Midnight Collective, da?”

The new recruits muttered agreement. Charlotte thought their enthusiasm left much to be desired, but Anastasia seemed satisfied. She looked up and caught Charlotte’s eye, then returned her gaze to the recruits. Charlotte blinked in surprise. She hadn’t seen the slightest bit of welcome in that brief eye contact.

“Comrades, we have a celebrity in our midst. Please welcome Agent Pastor, known as Nightfall. Perhaps she has wisdom to share for you.”

Charlotte sighed again. She’d hoped for hot blood, peaceful quiet, and time alone with Anastasia. Instead, she was being recruited to teach. She put on her best smile, stepped out of her boots, and left them at the door to the dojo.

The recruits were a motley bunch, from the giant Pakistani to a skinny punk with a skateboarder’s shaggy hairdo to a matronly housewife type. Charlotte couldn’t see how a woman like that had even wound up embraced. Somewhere, a vampire had showed a serious lapse of judgment. It wasn’t like in the movies, where one bite made a vampire. The process took time and dedication from both parties. It had been many generations since a human had been converted against his or her will.

“There isn’t anything I can say that Anastasia can’t explain to you better,” Charlotte said. “She knows her stuff.”

“You are too modest,” Anastasia said. “Agent Pastor is a brilliant werewolf hunter who understands the nature of the beasts. When it comes to slaying them, she has no equal.”

The Pakistani man stepped forward. Charlotte thought she could hear his muscles creak with every motion. He folded his massive arms across a barrel chest and looked down his nose at her. “Are they really that tough?”

Charlotte fixed him with a glare. “Short of a human with a hardwood stake and balls of steel, werewolves are the only creatures that can harm us. Their teeth and claws bypass the mystic energies that protect us and keep us alive. If a vampire loses a finger or hand to a werewolf, it won’t grow back, and the shock to your system can be just as fatal as if you were human. They’ve got an incredible sense of smell and can pick you out of a crowded room. We are their most direct competition for human prey, and they won’t hesitate to gut you given the chance.”

The Pakistani put his hands on his hips and tilted his head to one side, cracking his neck. “You sound like you’re afraid of them.”

Charlotte didn’t look away from his challenging gaze. “I am. I’ve lived for almost a hundred years in this body, and I kept it whole because I am careful around the most dangerous beasts in the world.”

“Well, I’m not afraid.” He grinned, showing his fangs in perverse aggression.

“Then you’re a fool.” She took pleasure in the way the muscles in his jaw bulged as he clenched his teeth at her retort. She’d seen his type before. Big ones were always convinced that their bodies were sufficient weapons to defeat werewolves. “Let me demonstrate for you.” She pulled a device that resembled a thimble from one of her pouches and fixed it over one of her fingers. A yellow enamel tooth sat in silver solder built up on the end of the tip. “This is a werewolf’s tooth. Want to bet I can scratch my initials in that pretty skin of yours?”

The Pakistani laughed. “And what’s in it for me, Agent?”

Charlotte glanced at Anastasia. She looked pale and nervous. Charlotte wondered what Anastasia knew about the Pakistani that she didn’t. She was tired, hungry, and annoyed by the big man’s stupid attitude and self-centered superiority. Nevertheless, she wasn’t one to back down from a challenge or to offer inadequate stakes. She would enjoy kicking his ass and maybe in the process he might learn a lesson about humility if nothing else. “Anything you want, big boy.”

A leer of pure lust split his bearded face. “The name is Raheem,” he said. “And this will be a true pleasure.” He pulled off his t-shirt to show off an admirable physique, layered with slabs of hard muscle underneath his olive skin. Once upon a time, Charlotte would have lusted after his raw sexuality and longed to feel his cool skin against hers. She could appreciate the beauty, but no longer felt the attraction.­­­­­­

“Observe, class,” Charlotte said. “The werewolf has a distinctive fighting style. Undisciplined. Animalistic.”­­­

Raheem charged at her, his hands raised in a skilled defensive posture. He’d been well-trained in a fighting method she didn’t recognize. She’d have to channel all her knowledge of combat to get through this encounter unscathed.

She sprang at him, keeping low to attack his legs. She slashed the tooth at one muscular thigh, which he moved out of the way just in time. His elbow dropped to pummel her into the floor, but Charlotte rolled clear. Before he had a chance to turn, she jumped again. The tooth flashed in the glow of the overhead lights as she scratched a thin line down one of his shoulders. He hissed and struck her solar plexus with his open palm. The blow would have knocked a human down in writhing agony, but Charlotte shrugged it off and stepped back.

“Although the werewolf generally appears human,” she said, “in moments of extreme stress, especially approaching the full Moon, he can take on aspects of his transformation, either intentionally or by accident. This makes him more powerful and unpredictable.”

Raheem charged again, arms whirling like pinwheels. His fingers hooked into claws and Charlotte heard the whistle of displaced air as he approached. She shook her head. So much wasted effort in his showy actions. She dove toward his feet, underneath his hands. As he reached down to grapple with her, she kicked her feet up across his chest to hook her ankles behind his ears. He grabbed onto her ankles to toss her away and she used his hands as leverage to bend upward at the waist. As her body passed up and over his head, she added a curved loop to the scratch she’d left on his shoulder, making a recognizable P.

She hit the ground behind him and paused in shock. She’d caught a hint of Anastasia’s scent as he moved—not her everyday smell, but one much more intimate. The brief stall nearly ended the bout, for Raheem closed a hand around her wrist and swung her into the ceiling. Plaster rained down as the masonry cracked where she struck. She twined her legs around his arm. He tried to fight her off and she moved like a snake around him, keeping herself tight against his body so he couldn’t get enough leverage to punch at her again. They wrestled for a moment, he with the greater strength and she with the dexterity until she got the position she wanted and scratched a C next to the P already on his shoulder.

“Hold!” cried Anastasia. She’d gone white as a sheet, and Charlotte knew why.

She disengaged herself from Raheem, rolled back onto her feet, and bowed to him. Raheem bowed back, rubbing the welts on his shoulder. “If you ever find yourself unarmed and facing a werewolf under the light of the full Moon, my advice to you is to run away as fast as you can. A fully transformed werewolf is faster than the fastest of us, resistant to silver and aconite, and will slash you to shreds in the blink of an eye. And believe me, you’ll feel every bit of pain as he . . . or she—” Charlotte fixed Anastasia square in her gaze. “Rips out your heart.”

Anastasia wouldn’t meet Charlotte’s eyes. “Class dismissed,” the Russian said. “We resume tomorrow to study vital points of werewolves.”

Charlotte folded her arms and waited for the students to leave. Raheem was one of the last to go. He looked as if he wanted to say something to Anastasia but left after a meaningful glance from her.

At last, the two women were alone in the dojo. Anastasia put her hands on her hips and stood with one hip cocked aside in a pose Charlotte remembered from the first day they’d met. “All right. Let’s hear it.”

“Really, Ana? A student?” Charlotte struggled to keep her voice from breaking.

“How did you know? We are careful.”

“I can smell you on him. Did you wait for me to leave for China before jumping into his arms or has this been going on even longer and I’m just too stupid to have seen it?”

Anastasia pointed at her. “Don’t you put this on me. You are so intent on your war with the werewolves that it consumes you day and night. Especially at night. How can I be with someone who would rather be killing than fucking?”

“Is that all I am to you then? Your . . . your chew toy?” Charlotte felt her fangs poking at her lower lip.

“You are so self-righteous. I know you have had many men. Would you have me live forever without seeking new experiences? New sensations? You’ve never been one to forego those pleasures.” Her jaw tightened, framed by those golden red curls Charlotte remembered twisting in her fingers.

“Don’t you lecture at me like I’m some first-year student. I was doing this for a lifetime before you were even born. I’ve seen entire families wiped out by werewolf invasions. I’ve lost friends . . . mentors. Even—”

“Even lovers?” Anastasia’s voice grew bitter. “Fucking me isn’t going to bring them back. Your Spaniard is gone, Charlotte.”

Charlotte gasped. The barb hurt like slavering teeth in her flesh. She still remembered Valdez like it was yesterday, even though the last time she’d seen him alive was 1953 in Peru, right before he was torn apart by a pack of werewolves. He’d taught her everything she knew about climbing. They’d hunted together in the jungles by the pale moonlight. He was the last man she’d ever loved.

“I won’t live like this. Not with you being more focused on your war. It was fun while it lasted. Pleasant, even. But it’s over. Go find yourself someone who doesn’t mind sharing you with werewolves.” Anastasia spun on her heel and left the dojo.

Charlotte shut her eyes. She remembered the play of her dusky skin against Anastasia’s alabaster, the taste of her lips, the feel of their intertwined limbs as they dozed following their lovemaking. Anastasia had given her something she hadn’t had in a long time: a reason to come home.

She punched a wall. Concrete cracked at the impact, but she felt no pain. She hadn’t felt pain for decades and was terrified of losing the ability to feel anything at all. It took the thrill of the hunt, the terror of combat, or the tenderness of making love to broach that barrier. What if she lost those outlets entirely?

Her phone buzzed with a text from her superior, Blackstone. Got a job for you if you’re free. Come see me upstairs.

Blackstone was the commander of the Midnight Collective. He wouldn’t request her services for anything less than a whole pack of lycanthropes. A little unbridled violence would provide the kind of therapy Charlotte couldn’t get anyplace else.

She texted back: On my way.
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November 2012

Reno, Nevada

The access road into White Fang’s secret headquarters was just wide enough for the truck, with a vertical wall on the right and a sheer drop-off to the left. Jackie had driven it enough times that she didn’t need to feather the brakes until right before she ran through the buttressed mine entrance. It was secured with a remotely operated gate, paid for not with a book advance, but with a bag of cash she’d confiscated from a drug dealer. Much of her equipment had been paid for over the past year by the drug trade. She figured by taking that money and investing it in her one-woman crusade against crime, she was giving back to the community in ways most charities hadn’t considered. The drug trade was lucrative, and ran almost entirely on large amounts of untraceable cash. The more of it she took out of circulation, the worse it hurt their enterprises.

A century and a half ago, Mount Davidson was the center of a silver rush, transforming the sleepy trading post of Virginia City into a burgeoning boomtown rife with misadventure and opportunity. Diggings honeycombed the mountainside as miners scrabbled through rock and dirt in the hopes of finding nuggets of precious metal. In modern times, the nearby area of the VC Highlands was peppered with the large houses of the region’s wealthiest citizens, and the mines had been filled in with concrete and sealed.

Except one.

With the help of her socially inept computer geek and engineer extraordinaire Dominica Altuna, Jackie removed all evidence of one particular silver mine from historical and online records. They hid the narrow access road behind a road sign and artificial rocks. A touch of the switch on the dashboard of her truck and the false barricade would slide aside. It took them months to prepare the area, both through a lot of backbreaking work with shovels, pickaxes, and rented heavy equipment. It was a rough, underdeveloped space because they’d only started using it three months ago. Still, having her own lair felt . . . right.

She parked the truck on the turntable, which hummed as it spun to rotate the truck around so it faced the entrance. Overhead lights bathed the headquarters in a warm yellow glow, comforting in its lack of resemblance to anything like moonlight. The utilitarian headquarters was functional in design but had a certain austere beauty Jackie appreciated. Her cage sat off to one side in the shadows, a constant reminder that no matter how she pretended otherwise, her life was governed by the lunar cycle. By the end of the week, she would be locked in that cage to claw and bite helplessly at the titanium bars and scream wordless fury at her friends.

Her staff awaited as she climbed from the truck. Dominica Altuna had her nose buried in her tablet, which was tied into the main computer center on a nearby platform. The diminutive Hispanic woman had a gift for designing and repairing machinery and had graduated at the top of her class from Cal Tech. Despite her academic success, Dominica had found difficulty seeking employment. Many industries spoke about needing women in STEM, but when one presented herself, she was passed over time and again for less-qualified male applicants. 

Jackie knew she needed help for her crusade, and an engineer was the place to start. She made some discreet inquiries and did a lot of internet research—and if there was one thing writers were good at, it was research. She had her assistant Jenn put out some feelers and after Dominica’s name had come up from a few different avenues of research, Jackie approached her as White Fang. Did Dominica want to design and maintain the equipment for vigilante operations? Hell, yes she did!

Doctor Alix Duchesne hovered by the passenger door of the truck. A heavyset, bespectacled redhead, she carried an air of authority and competency Jackie strove to emulate in the field. She already had a wheeled hospital bed and emergency kit at hand. Jackie lifted the young man onto the bed and Alix wheeled him to the medical lab. “Zombies, huh? You sure you’re getting enough air inside that cowl?” the doctor asked over her shoulder.

One night, early in her career as the vigilante, Jackie ran afoul of a dogfighting ring and the perpetrators set their dogs upon her while making their escapes. The furious canines nearly tore her apart, driven mad by her unnatural scent only they could detect. Their assault nearly overwhelmed her healing ability, and she’d staggered into the street more dead than alive where Alix almost ran over her. The doctor carried Jackie into her nearby apartment and as she started treatment, she’d been astonished at the sight of Jackie’s flesh knitting itself back together. At first, Jackie swore her to secrecy, and then offered her a job on the spot. Alix, tired of emergency room politics, was only too glad to accept.
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