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Chapter 1

	“Why me?” Victor Lucien watched his companion over the rim of his coffee cup. The coffee was cheap and burned.

	Stephen McKinley shrugged. For a man of his size, he shrugged rather delicately, almost with a dancer’s grace: forward, up, and down. “You and me? We’ve seen some shit.”

	Some military-grade shit—hunting down elder dragons in the desert, wrestling with trolls in mountain caves, dancing with pixies under the starlight, watching rivers flow backward and the moon splinter. He, Stephen, and their team had seen some real shit when they served together.

	Victor put his mug down and steepled his fingers together.

	Stephen smirked at the gesture, and Victor barely suppressed his own smile. How often had he done that in mission briefings when the brass were about to lie through their teeth?

	“And yet you haven’t answered. Why me?”

	They went way back, having served together for almost ten years. They’d made a good team but had never seen eye to eye. Stephen had a volatile streak that had gotten them into hot waters more than once, and more often than Victor cared for. But they’d parted amicably.

	Stephen watched Victor, and Victor stared back. Stephen wasn’t a bad-looking guy, all square jaw and military-grade buzz cut, with dark, intense eyes and a soft mouth. “The grapevine says you’re strapped for money.”

	“Me and everyone in this economy.” Victor flagged down the waitress and held up his cup so she could refill it. He took a sip and grimaced. It hadn’t gotten magically better. The pot had definitely stayed on the warmer for too long. It had almost a syrup-like consistency.

	“Come down from your high horse. You’ve got no job and you’re already behind on your rent.”

	“Do I want to know how you got that information?”

	Stephen smiled sharply and spread his fingers in a what do you think? gesture. He hadn’t even touched his coffee.

	Victor had tried to find a job, but with his heritage, it had been… difficult. Being a half-werewolf was apparently good enough for fighting, but not for civilian life.

	Some cross-breeds were lucky and didn’t carry signs of their wolf ancestry into their human form, but on Victor, everything was a bit too much. His ears were too pointy, his hair too shaggy, and his features too sharp. But the worst was the superior sense of smell. The diner smelled of old oil and mold, and Stephen smelled of stale cigarettes and sex. Only Stephen would stumble to a meeting at predawn after a quick tumble, and only Stephen would be eyeing the waitress with equal amounts disgust and lust. Stephen hated everything that he didn’t perceive as normal. But normal was, for him, a pretty adaptable standard.

	Victor had tried to be a private security officer, a cashier, and a dock worker, hoping that manual labor at least was open to him. But his bluntness had landed him in trouble with the customers and his colleagues. His superior sense of smell had creeped out almost everyone, and his temper had flared every time he’d been faced with stupidity and incompetence. He’d always thought the brass were the pinnacle of imbecility, but entitled customers made an art form out of it.

	“So, you are doing this from the bottom of your heart? Spare me,” Victor answered.

	Stephen smiled in kind, showing off the rows of his sharp teeth. “I know you can handle it. And the fact that you can actually use the money doesn’t hurt.” Stephen tapped his fingers on the table. “You can take it or leave it.” He took out his wallet and handed over a card. “Call me when you’ve decided. But don’t take too long, I don’t run a charity.” He put the card between them and added some crumpled notes, enough to cover the coffee and an entire meal, the little shit. He stopped at Victor’s side and squeezed his shoulder.

	“Nice seeing you again, Vic.” He left with a lopsided smile and a smell that made Victor sick. It spoke of pure sexual desire with a heavy undertone of revulsion. Victor wondered why it had never bothered him when Stephen and he had used each for mutual release.

	The waitress materialized beside him. Victor believed her to be at least part pixie, with enough power to read superfluous desires but not enough to join her sisters out in the ancient woods and weave dreams. She smiled at him, her pad at the ready. “That will be the breakfast platter?”

	He only nodded, and with another smile, she was gone.

	Victor picked up the card.
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	All very cloak-and-dagger. “Security Consultant” was an odd designation for a mercenary who ran underground, which was the last profession Victor had heard about him doing. Stephen had left the military shortly after Victor. Rumor was, the brass had encouraged him to leave so he wouldn’t get a dishonorable discharge. Victor had pressed to learn more, but all parties involved had been close-mouthed.

	He needed to go by the facts. On the surface, the job was simple: ship over to a remote island, get a package handed to him, come back, and collect the money. But nothing with Stephen had ever been easy. No one sent an ex-special-ops officer to receive some pesky package, regardless of how much of an old buddy he was or how much he needed the money. Stephen expected resistance. And it was Victor’s job to take care of that resistance.

	As the waitress came fluttering back, he put the card into his breast pocket and moved his cup to the side to make room for the eggs, sausages, and toast. He gave the waitress a smile, which she took with a flush and hurried away. Whether from embarrassment or fear, he couldn’t tell.

	While he shoveled in the food, he looked up the island Stephen wanted him to go to on his phone. It was small, just off-coast, close yet remote. It had a small town and was inhabited by various magical folk. On the far side was a small werewolf settlement. Victor paused. Werewolves were territorial, wary of outsiders coming too close to what they considered theirs. At the slightest hint of something off, they closed ranks. Only other werewolves had a chance of an in. Well, that would explain Stephen’s interest in getting Victor on the job.

	Having polished everything off the plates, he rose and added a few coins as a tip to the crumpled bills. Stephen had been stingy. He nodded at the waitress and the cook, who’d been watching him with narrowed eyes, and stepped out.

	Victor knew he would call Stephen. They both knew it. It was good and fast money, and he really needed it. People feared him, even without knowing that he was part werewolf. They only took a glance at him, broad-shouldered, big, scarred, with shaggy hair, and then he was out again. They changed to the other side of the sidewalk, even in the light of day. It didn’t matter that he’d served the country, that he was a veteran and just trying to live. They only saw their own fear.

	Victor walked the few blocks to his shabby apartment. The old lady on the first floor peered at him through the dirty window, frowning—she always frowned. The family on the second floor was having a row again, their small son sitting out in the hall playing with beat-up toy cars. Victor sneaked him one of the hard candies he’d taken to carrying around since he had moved in here a few years ago. The boy smiled at him and went back to playing. Kids only feared when their parents told them to fear. The smell of pot lingered in the air when he crossed the hall by apartment number four, occupied by a small man who always snickered. Victor put him down as being a leprechaun. They were quite rare and harmless, but never stopped laughing.

	Victor let himself into his apartment on the fifth, and last, floor. The only redeeming qualities were the view and easy access to the roof where he could catch some fresh air when the walls closed in again. Maybe after the job, it would be time to move. He’d held onto the city long enough waiting for… something. Three years he’d waited while life moved around him. Victor had shoved the feelings of being stuck to the side and concentrated on something that had been almost within his reach, but it—he—had never returned. It was high time Victor let go.

	The military had given him purpose. He’d been good at his job. Tracking down the monsters and taking them out had been easy. As an orphaned were with a not-so-stellar school record—he’d barely graduated—going into service for the pay had been a no-brainer. The higher-ups had soon discovered his superior tracking and fighting skills—and his utter lack of remorse. And, while he hadn’t been accepted there, either, he’d had at least the respect of his team. They’d trusted him enough to cover their backs, and to let him lead.

	Victor tapped the card against a rickety sideboard in the hallway, thinking.

	They said the south was friendlier to mixed races. It was also warmer and sunnier, not rain- and wind-encrusted like here. He took the card and was already typing on the phone with his other hand before he realized he was doing it.

	It rang three times.

	“So, come to your senses?” The voice was smug through the speaker.

	“Just tell me when and where.”

	*

	A leap, and the boat dropped down again. Victor nearly tore a piece out of the railing while gripping it. The old captain cackled in his cabin. His eyes were focused on the rough sea. His weathered face, and the wisp of white hair that peeked out from under his woolen cap, gave the impression of an old sea bear. Victor whiffed some magic around him, but it was too faint and too watered down to pinpoint. Probably some sea creature very far down the family line.

	Not that it mattered. Victor eyed the dark, rolling water around them with trepidation. He hadn’t many fears; they’d been blown away between the desert heat and the clashing of mountains. When darkness had looked back at him with yellow, blinking eyes and hollow laughter, he’d learned to roll with it. But water… he shook his head.

	Off-white blinked through the stormy sea, dark eyes watching him lazily before they disappeared again.

	Victor swallowed, his eyes searching for the captain.

	“You saw the monster?” the captain shouted over the thundering water.

	“The monster?”

	“Aye, they say a kraken lives down here, waiting to hunt, waiting to take, waiting for the right prey.” Another of those cackles.

	Victor gulped but let it go. On unsteady legs, he walked to the cabin and clawed his hands into the frame. He had stepped outside to get his rolling nausea under control; it had now been washed away by pure fear.

	Should they make it to the harbor, he’d call Stephen and ask for more money. When they’d set out from the mainland, the weather had been all right. No wind, no clouds in the sky. But the captain had barely looked at him, started the engine, and told him to hold on tight. Half the way over, the sky had darkened and the wind had picked up.

	“The island doesn’t like visitors. Every time I ship over, it tries to dispel me, but in this battle of wills, I win.” He had screamed the last bit into the wind, and a particularly vicious wave, thundering against the boat’s side, had been the answer. The captain had grinned and shipped on.

	Insane.

	And Victor was even crazier for stepping onto this ship. He braced himself as another high wave came in.

	This would be what finally did him in.

	And then, just like that, the sea stretched calmly before them under a startling blue sky. Above them, a seagull cried. Victor blinked into the sun. “Am I dead?”

	“No, youngster. We made it.” And then he sang. His voice rang loud and clear over the water. Victor didn’t know the language—it sounded guttural and ancient. The water slapped gently against the boat’s side, as if it was clapping in rhythm. Maybe this was the captain’s payment, his offering to the ancient magic that ruled the waters and the island.

	It took them half an hour longer, but then they were moored against the landing. Three men waited already. They all had their arms crossed, but their faces were relaxed. They laughed at something one of them said. No one else waited with them.

	“Are there any waiting travelers?” asked Victor.

	“They never leave the island,” the captain said. “They are born here, and they die here. What they need, I bring over. There are seldom visitors.” The captain eyed him as he said that but didn’t ask, though his eyes lingered on Victor’s face and ears. Victor knew what he must be thinking: one more to join the fray.

	Victor shouldered his pack when the ship was secured. “When will you be back?”

	“To take you over again?” The captain mussed with his beard as he nodded at the men who started hauling out the goods. They all three threw Victor a curious glance, but none stopped to inquire about him. “I won’t be back for at least a week. The weather will rough up, and it’ll be too dangerous to ship over.” He blinked. “You’ve a place to stay?”

	“I’ll try the local inn.” The island had one; Victor had checked before he left. He’d tried to contact them to reserve a place, but there had been no number nor email listed.

	The captain leaned against the railing, his gaze sweeping over the small town, then he smiled. “They’ve one. I’m also sure they’ve rooms. But the owner is a bit peculiar.”

	Victor shrugged. He hoped for a roof over his head, but he could also camp outside. He’d packed for the eventuality automatically. A lightweight sleeping bag. A small tent, easily assembled and disassembled. Even after four years out, packing the military way was ingrained into him.

	“Thanks,” he said, and held out his hand, massive and almost claw-like. The captain didn’t bat an eye and shook it. Then, he shouted for the unloaders, and Victor knew he’d been dismissed.

	When Victor set foot onto the shore, the world shifted sideways for a second before he was accustomed to solid ground again. Victor blinked into the blue sky and exhaled. No one came running, demanding to know what he was doing here and forcing him off the island.

	So far, so good.

	He fished his phone out from a side-pocket on his pack and checked the connectivity. Two bars. Not bad. He’d downloaded the island map before setting sail to be on the safe side, but maybe the modern world had reached even this remote place. He called up the address of the inn and found it was roughly a twenty-minute walk, situated just outside of the small village on the eastern side of the island, close to the water.

	Even if the owner of the inn wouldn’t offer him a bed, he’d deal with it as he dealt with everything in his life: work with or around it.

	The village was nice enough. Most houses were clustered, as far as Victor could see, around a central plaza with an obelisk in the middle. The obelisk was black and somber, almost like the one his unit had seen atop a witch tower. That one had radiated pure maliciousness. This one didn’t seem to have any magic, and yet Victor caught the impression of a warning: the island was watching.

	Victor walked up the small road. An old woman stared at him, then hurried along. Victor ignored her. The air was fresh and breezy, and green pastures opened up when he stepped out from the rows of residential buildings. Farther in the distance, he could make out the inn wedged between two cliffs. It was a low two-story building, and behind it the gray sea rolled to the horizon.
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