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Chapter One

SOMEONE HAD BROKEN in.

Ben stood in the doorway of his New Camden apartment. The door swung open at his touch, even before he’d fished his key out of his pocket. Beneath his feet, the protective wards laid around the apartment throbbed like an open wound. Someone had forced their way past Ben’s carefully laid defenses—someone who was still there.

Damnit. Ben set his briefcase down noiselessly beside the door. Just one day. One day without anything supernatural happening. Is that too much to ask?

He didn’t move, using his senses to probe the darkness beyond the door. Vampire—or werewolf? He hadn’t felt any interference with his wards until he’d reached his apartment. That ruled out a magical practitioner or any lesser supernatural being that would have needed to unpick the spell piece by piece. Please, not another demon. None of the boxes dotted around the living room were big enough to hide an intruder. Unless they crouched behind the sofa or pressed against the wall in the shadows, they weren’t in the living room.

Keeping his attention focused on the apartment, Ben fished for his umbrella stand and the cane leaning against its back. It looked benign, as if it had been forgotten by an elderly visitor, but when Ben twisted the handle, he released the long blade hidden within.

Not Ben’s first choice of weapon—the blade was too long and too dainty—but it was a weapon, able to stand up to vampire or demon. If this is a werewolf, I am in serious trouble. The stale air of his apartment lacked the distinctive ripe odor of werewolf. Still, Ben couldn’t rule it out.

Why would a werewolf break into my apartment? True, Ben had a past as a supernatural investigator for ARX and had killed a few werewolves in his time—but that was the past. There was nothing linking his life now to ARX—was there?

Ben slipped noiselessly into the dimly lit living room, heading for the sofa. Nothing there—or in the shadows. He scanned the room, but everything looked as it had that afternoon when he’d stepped out to meet his accountant. All I did was my taxes! Where’s the harm in that?

But bringing his financial records up-to-date for the year he’d been dead had taken all of the afternoon. Ample time for whoever it was to find a hiding place. Ben stood motionless in the living room, straining with his senses for any clue to the intruder.

The open doors of his apartment were in deeper shadow than the rest of the living room. Reaching for the light switch was tempting, but Ben’s eyes were now accustomed to the dark. Readjusting would cost seconds he wasn’t sure he had. His eyes fell on the stacks of paper on his living room table.

At first glance they seemed undisturbed, but a closer look revealed a few papers had drifted to the side. Disturbed by a breeze? Ben turned to the kitchen door. A sliver of light was just visible through the crack beneath.

A trap. There was nothing of interest to any supernatural being in the kitchen, so it would be the last place he searched. His guard down, his senses dull, he’d be unprepared for whatever waited beyond. Or—Ben frowned as he approached the door—was there another explanation?

A faint sizzling sound emanated from beyond the door, followed by the heavy smell of garlic.

Ben’s nose twitched. A werewolf would not cook an enemy dinner. A demon wouldn’t know how. A vampire might—but a vampire would not use garlic.

I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Taking a deep breath, Ben slowly levered the handle down and let the door drift open. His fear was confirmed.

Nate stood at the counter, his back to the door. The strength implicit in his broad shoulders and muscular arms was softened—but not disguised—by the domesticity of his actions. As Ben watched, Nate lay down the knife and used the chopping board to slide his neatly diced peppers into the frying pan. At his elbow a pot boiled merrily.

Far more dangerous than any werewolf. Ben swallowed, finding it hard to speak. He felt as if he were caught in a spell, unable to do anything but watch.

Absorbed in his task, Nate seemed unaware of Ben’s presence. He was dressed down, wearing a faded T-shirt that hugged his torso. The edges of his jeans were frayed, hanging down over his bare feet. His hair hadn’t been styled, and it curled up at the base of his neck. Finished adding the mushrooms to the pan, he stirred its contents and then stretched out a hand to the basil growing in a pot on the windowsill. The window reflected his smile, inward and alarmingly personal.

Ben swallowed. Nate had broken in—so why did he feel like the intruder?

Dangerous. Ben dug his fingers into his arm. Focus! Casual worked annoyingly well for Nate, made more effective by the knowledge that Nate made a point of looking good. There were few people who got to see Nate dressed down. But Ben couldn’t think about that, or how right Nate looked in his kitchen. He had to get Nate out of his apartment before it was too late.

“What happened to seeing less of each other?”

Nate started, snatching his hand back from the basil. He turned, and Ben’s initial flash of triumph gave way to alarm. Nate’s eyes were a great weapon. Hazel and framed by dark, almost decadently soft lashes, they radiated whatever Nate felt with an immediacy that was hard to resist.

“Jesus, Ben! You scared the shit out of me—” He came to a halt. “Is that a sword?”

Ben looked down at the blade in his hand. It wouldn’t help him now. “It’s a family heirloom. Used to be my grandfather’s.” He turned back toward the front door.

“And you just keep it there by the door?” Nate followed Ben to the kitchen door to watch.

“In case of intruders.” Ben sheathed the sword and dropped the cane back in the stand. He shut the door. His heart raced. Ben took a moment to summon all his anger. I was this close to a day without anything supernatural happening! “You’d better have a good reason for breaking into my apartment.”

“I do.” Nate stood in the kitchen doorway, one hand resting against the frame.

“Let’s hear it then.”

“I had a bad feeling this afternoon. A premonition.”

Not this again! “It wasn’t a premonition.”

“It felt really real. I was just watching TV and all of a sudden, these words popped into my mind. You were gone and I wasn’t going to see you again. It really freaked me out.”

“Enough to add breaking and entering to your criminal file?”

Nate radiated hurt. He wrapped his arms around himself. “I had to see you. No one answered the door, so I tried calling. When it had been a couple of hours and you hadn’t answered your phone, I—well, I got worried.”

“And that’s when you broke in?” Ben pulled his phone out of his pocket, tapping in his pin.

“That was an accident. I had my hand on the door, and I was thinking about how much I wanted to be on the other side, and the door just…relaxed.”

Eight missed calls… Ben jerked his head up. “Relaxed?”

“I tried the handle and it opened.” Nate’s eyes settled anxiously on Ben’s. “Did I break anything?”

Ben looked down at the welcome mat beneath his feet. He didn’t need to lift it to know what he would find. His runes, intact but faintly smudged. “Only the natural laws regarding the magical properties of runes.”

Nate scratched the back of his neck. He dropped his gaze, shuffling his feet, but was unable to keep from looking up to check Ben’s expression. “Are you mad?”

Embarrassment looked wrong on Nate. Ben was reminded of a dog caught doing something he knew he shouldn’t be—and felt the tight knot of anger in his stomach undo. Curse him! If Ben was going to get out of this encounter unscathed he needed his anger. “Of course I’m mad. My apartment is my place. Coming home to find someone’s forced their way in is…not good.” Not good? That wasn’t going to convince anyone—least of all anyone with Nate’s perceptive nature.

It was hard to read Nate’s expression. “I made dinner. As an apology.”

At least he realized he needed to apologize— No! I have to be firm. “I think your apology is burning.”

“Shit!” Nate ducked back through the doorway to attend to the frying pan.

Ben took the opportunity to escape.

 

WHAT IS WRONG with me? Ben leaned against his bathroom counter, letting the cold marble soothe his racing thoughts. The locked bathroom door wasn’t much of a defense—not if what Nate had said about the door opening for him was true. How does that even work? His powers are related to plants… Ben’s eyes widened. The wooden door? He hadn’t thought about it, but if Nate could command dead wood as well as living—

I’m not thinking about this. Ben pulled his attention firmly back to the present. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, purposefully calming his racing thoughts. Think ordinary thoughts. Human thoughts.

His cheeks felt hot. Ben glanced in the mirror and discovered he had color in his face. For once, he looked normal.

Damnit, Nate! Ben splashed water on his cheeks.

It wasn’t fair. He could go days without feeling anything—not anger, not joy, not even hunger. But five minutes with Nate and his body raced with conflicting emotions. This is the most human I’ve felt all week—and it’s because of Nate.

Ben caught his lip between his teeth. It would be easy—very easy—to lean on Nate’s strength, let himself be caught up in the maelstrom of feeling Nate produced.

No. I have to do this myself. Ben roughly toweled his face dry.

“Hey, Ben?” Nate’s voice sounded outside the door. “You want to eat in the dining room or the kitchen?”

The thought of the long living room table surrounded by unpacked boxes did not appeal, but the intimacy of the tiny kitchen table was too great a risk coupled with Nate’s familiarity. “The dining room.”

Nate still hesitated. “The table’s got all your papers on it.”

“Leave them,” Ben said immediately. “I’ll clear a space.”

Not until he heard Nate’s footsteps depart did Ben realize what a mistake he’d made. Stupid! He’d agreed to dinner—accepting Nate’s apology at the same time.

Every time I give in, it gets harder to say no. Ben gave his reflection a critical glance. He was still more flushed than he was comfortable with, but it would have to do. He couldn’t risk Nate making himself any more at home.

His briefcase was still by the door. Ben set it on the table, quickly stacking the papers on the table and placing them out of sight within the case. Luckily, anticipating a long wait in his accountant’s office, he’d taken his application for humanity with him. If Nate had seen it…

Hold on to that thought. Ben snapped the briefcase shut. This is an intrusion.

“Sorry about that. I didn’t want to put you out.” Nate reappeared. He had a steaming plate in either hand.

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have broken into my apartment.” Ben kept his voice firm. He’d given way enough for one evening. He deliberately set down two place mats on opposite sides of the wide table.

“I haven’t told you the whole story.” Nate set the plates down and went back for cutlery. “Right after the premonition—”

“It wasn’t a premonition.” Ben sat.

“Weird feeling then.” Nate handed him a knife and fork, before walking back the length of the table to his own place. “Ethan called.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “I can see why that would be unsettling.” Ethan was Nate’s notoriously antisocial twin brother.

“Hey.” Nate frowned at Ben even as his mouth twisted in amusement. “Ethan can use a phone when he wants.”

“He just doesn’t want to very often?” Unlike Nate, a confirmed people person, Ethan could go hours without saying more than a couple of words. He was happiest working in his orchard alone with his plants.

“Yeah.” Nate’s grin faded. “He had news. Someone came to the farm last night. Someone—off.” Nate glanced at Ben. “I think it was Hunter.”

A cold jolt shot through Ben’s entire body. His heart began to thump again, not with the heat of awareness of Nate’s presence, but a cold stab of fear. He couldn’t be found by his vampire family. Not now. “What makes you think that?”

“The description matches. The guy had a nice car and clothes, and black hair. He asked about you.”

Ben forced his throat muscles to relax. “What did Ethan tell him?”

“Nothing.” Nate raised a hand, his fingers grasping for the right word. “He said the guy felt—rotten. He didn’t like him. He told him to leave.”

“Your brother always did have a talent for hospitality.” Ben pinched the bridge of his nose. “How did he trace me? Did you—”

“The only one who knows where we were is Aki,” Nate said. “And he doesn’t know exactly where. I don’t give my address out to anyone.”

At least Nate had that much sense. Aki was not Nate’s best friend based on his ability to keep his mouth shut. “The police. The sheriff’s department in Little River had my ARX record. So did the team from Chinquapin. If they’d requested confirmation from ARX, that would be logged. Hunter must have seen my name in the records and decided to look into it.”

“You think that’s all it is?” Nate pushed the pasta around on his plate. “You don’t think he’s investigating us?”

Ben couldn’t blame Nate for being alarmed. His family farm in Little River hid a big secret. “His main priority will be finding me. He knows you’re not what you seem, but currently he’ll be more concerned with locating us than spending time uncovering your secrets—and it would take more than one night to work out you and Ethan.”

Nate’s smile was faint. “I don’t like this. What’s to say he won’t come back? Or worse—come here?”

“That’s a possibility I’m prepared for.” Ben glanced toward the front door. “I’ve been working on a systematic upgrade of my wards. No way Hunter is getting past them.”

Nate turned his head to look. “I haven’t—screwed that up?”

“If anything, you’ve alerted me to a possible security issue.” Figuring out how Nate had breached his wards would help Ben make them stronger. “Not that I want you to make a habit of breaking in.”

Nate shook his head. “It was just Ethan’s call coming straight after my—weird feeling.” He looked at Ben. “You’re sure what I felt wasn’t…anything more?”

“Positive,” Ben said promptly. Better to nip this in the bud. “Real premonitions are incredibly rare, even among people with a proven record of psychic sensitivity. You have the magical sensitivity of a log.”

“Hey!”

Ben nudged Nate’s leg beneath the table. “You spent three days living in Gunn’s bathtub without any idea the guy was a lemur.”

“To be fair, I was more concerned by the guy’s complete lack of any housekeeping skills.” Nate paused. “You’re sure—what am I saying? Of course you’re sure.” He picked up his knife and fork, digging into his meal.

Ben watched him eat. Nate’s complete confidence in his statements was unnerving—but at the same time, it eased some of the disquiet he felt. He picked up his own fork.

The silence between them grew. Good. The added distance would help. Ben applied himself to his meal. Nate had made spaghetti with a meat sauce. Ben carefully separated his noodles from the sauce before eating the pasta one at a time.

Nate finished his meal well before Ben. He looked around the apartment. “You still haven’t unpacked?”

“I’m working on it.” The remark was defensive, and Ben immediately regretted it. “I’m taking my time, making up a list of everything. For the insurance.”

“That makes sense, I guess.” Nate continued to look around. “What about that painting? You going to put it up?”

Ben felt heat rush to his cheeks. How does Nate always know? He’d unpacked the painting, determined to hang it up and make his apartment look more like someone lived there. Instead, he’d been paralyzed, unable to make the decision of where to place it. After two hours second-guessing himself, he’d left the painting leaning against the wall. “When I decide where to put it. I don’t want to leave a bunch of holes in the wall.”

Nate glanced at him. “I wondered if maybe you were having trouble adjusting to living here.”

Ben felt his heart start to beat with an awareness of danger. “Trouble?”

“The same way you’re having trouble adjusting to not being a vampire anymore.”

Ben put down his fork. “I’m not having trouble.” The words were harsher than he’d intended, but it was too late to take them back. “I hated being a vampire. Loathed every second of it. I don’t miss it!” He caught his breath.

Nate’s gaze was steady, and he met Ben’s eyes with concern. “I never said you did. It’s just… It’s been weeks and you’re still living out of boxes. You don’t go out, except on business, and a lot of the time…you don’t go out at all.”

Ben swallowed. “You’ve been watching me?”

“Not like that. But Aki and I… Well, we’re worried about you, right? So we notice things.”

“You don’t need to worry. I’m doing fine.” Ben kept his tone firm. “You’ve got to remember you and Aki might be extroverts, but I’m not. I like being on my own—living my new life the way I want to.”

“You sure living’s the right word?”

Ben narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Nate nodded toward the kitchen door. “Your cupboards.”

“What’s wrong with my cupboards?”

“You tell me.”

Ben shot Nate a glance, but it was impossible to read his thoughts. “All right.” He went to the kitchen, opening the pantry. The shelves held a neat stack of packets of candles, bulbs of garlic in a net, and a bulk bag of salt. “It looks fine. Everything’s tidy. A bit empty perhaps, but I am the only person living in this apartment.”

“Nothing’s missing?” Nate had followed him as far as the kitchen doorway.

Ben shook his head. “I’ve got all the basics of spell craft covered.”

“And the basics of living? You know, like food?” Nate waved toward the pantry. “Unless you plan to subsist entirely on garlic, in which case we’re gonna need to talk about that.”

Ben snapped his head back to stare at his pantry. He felt his cheeks heat. I never even thought of that. “I—”

“While I was waiting for you to come back, I took a look at your fridge.” Nate waved his hand toward it. “Looked like you were getting low on supplies. So I went out and got you a few things.”

Ben opened the fridge. He saw a loaf of bread, a carton of eggs, a carton of milk, and a plastic container holding what remained of their dinner.

“I know your tastes are pretty simple, so I didn’t want to get too much.” Nate scratched the back of his neck. “I figured I’d stick with toast and things you could have with it.”

Ben stared wordlessly at the loaf of bread. It was a little alarming to discover just how well Nate knew him. “Thanks. I—appreciate this.” He turned his head back to look at Nate. “Did you break into my apartment, go out for groceries, and come back?”

Nate squirmed. “Maybe?”

Ben shut the fridge door and leaned against it. “You realize that’s not exactly ordinary behavior either.”

“Yeah, well.” Nate scowled. “I’m not trying to be ordinary, am I?”

Have I touched a nerve? Ben fought the impulse to apologize. This is good. Even if it felt wrong. “You’re finally working on your supernatural abilities?”

“Yeah. Matter of fact, I’ve got something to show you. Come see.” Nate led the way through the apartment to Ben’s bedroom.

Bad idea. Ben couldn’t help the jolt of interest that went through him at the memory of lying tangled with Nate in the sheets of his bed. He quickened his pace. “We’re not—”

Nate had pulled the window up and sat perched on the windowsill, his legs resting on the fire escape outside. “We’re not?” he prompted, voice deliberately innocent.

As if he doesn’t know. Ben narrowed his eyes. He was not going to play those games. Nate always won. “What is this ‘something’ you want to show me?”

The fire escape creaked as Nate slid onto it. “Out here.”

Ben leaned out the open window. He breathed in the New Camden night. The familiar smell of burnt rubber and rust met his nose. In the street beneath them, a steady stream of cars passed despite the lateness of the hour.

Ben frowned as his nose caught a smell he associated with Nate—the earthy smell of growing things. His eyes picked out dark shapes that rustled in the slight breeze. “Plants on the fire escape? I’m pretty sure that’s a hazard.”

“Relax, Mr. Landlord.” Nate had descended the stairs to the platform halfway between his room and Ben’s. “They’re not in anyone’s way. Turn the light on?”

Ben did as he was told. The light illuminated a collection of house plants. Hanging out with Nate had done wonders for Ben’s plant knowledge. He thought he recognized a few of them. “You’ll have to move these before the next safety inspection.”

“Don’t worry about that now.” Nate put his hands in the pocket of his jeans. “Watch the morning glory.”

Which was the morning glory? Ben frowned at the pots, and then he realized—one of the vines was moving. It was twined around the railing, with broad leaves and tightly wound dark-blue buds. As Ben watched, the buds unfolded into rich blue flowers, their perfume adding a sweet note to the night air. “You’re doing that?”

“Cool, right?” Nate grinned. “And no hands.”

Ben’s head jerked up, and quickly back to the plants. Nate’s eyes were flushed with pleasure, and his grin said only too clearly how pleased he was with himself. Ben’s heart lurched. “Impressive.” He hesitated. From being entirely ignorant of his powers, to refining his use of them in less than a month… It was an achievement for anyone, especially for Nate, who had resisted his supernatural abilities for most of his life. “You’ve come a long way, Nate.”

“Not bad for a guy who doesn’t even know what he is.” The fire escape creaked again as Nate shuffled. “Actually… I was thinking of celebrating my progress by going out for dinner. You want to come?”

Ben drew a deep breath. There it is. The moment he’d been dreading. “A date?”

“Not necessarily.” Nate’s shoulders hunched. The shadows hid his face, but Ben had too good an idea of his expression. “I mean, we’re friends, right? And friends do things together.”

Ben clenched the windowsill. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Why not? We’re important to each other, so why pretend otherwise? Not seeing each other is—well, it’s stupid. What are you afraid of? Getting involved? We’re already involved.”

Ben’s mouth twisted. That boat had long sailed. “It’s not that.”

“So what is it?” Nate ran a hand through his hair. “We decided we needed time to get ourselves together, right? And in that time, I haven’t seen you at all.”

“I’m working on things.”

“Are you? Because it feels like—” Nate caught himself with a rapid intake of breath.

Ben’s hands tightened on the railing. “Like I’m avoiding you?”

The railing creaked as Nate leaned heavily against it. “I wasn’t going to say that. I don’t want to pressure you. But at the same time—”

“You can’t help feeling what you feel.” Ben breathed out. He’d been so focused on the end goal of their separation that he hadn’t stopped to think how Nate might take it.

“When I don’t hear anything from you, it’s really easy to worry. I’m not asking much. Just—an update every now and then.”

“An update.” Ben wrapped his arms around himself.

“So I know you haven’t forgotten me.”

It was impossible to think of forgetting Nate. Might as well talk about forgetting a hurricane! He’d waltzed into Ben’s life, turning it upside down, leaving Ben reeling from the sheer force of his personality. “I’m not going to forget you. As a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking a lot about us.” He took a deep breath, gripping the windowsill. “I’m lodging an application for humanity.”

Anyone else would have laughed. Nate climbed the stairs to get a better view of Ben’s expression. “For humanity? You mean—being human?”

Ben’s heart thumped again as he nodded. “I want my supernatural status overturned and to be recognized as human.”

“Seriously?” Nate frowned at him. “Why is there even an application for that? You’re the most human person I know.”

It was patently untrue. Only Nate would have the nerve to lie so badly. Looking up, Ben caught Nate’s gaze and swallowed. He can’t—he doesn’t believe that? “Vampires don’t stop being vampires. This isn’t supposed to happen. I should be dead. Not moving back into my childhood home.”

“So they still want to treat you like a vampire? That’s ridiculous! What do they think you’re going to do—drink blood?” Nate thumped his hand against the railing. “Department Seven cleared you. Pulse, no aversion to crosses, garlic—hell, you walk around in daylight—”

Ben smiled faintly. Nate’s belief was somehow welcome. “I’m still on the supernatural register as a vampire.”

“But you’re obviously not a vampire.”

“Right. But the supernatural listing means I’m subject to ARX attention. As long as Saltaire thought I was dead, I was safe. But now Hunter’s looking for me, I need to get declassified as soon as possible.”

“Shit.” Nate straightened. “I didn’t even think of that.”

Ben smiled thinly. “I’ve got some time. Saltaire’s out of the country. I just have to make sure my application’s approved before he comes back—or before Hunter finds me.”

“But will your legal status really deter Saltaire? I mean—well, he is a megavampire, right? And he’s already tried to kill you once. Will a bit of red tape really stop him?”

Megavampire? Ben decided it was better to leave Nate’s appalling ignorance of the supernatural for another time. “This particular red tape, yes. Saltaire might be a law unto himself, but he’s got a code that he sticks to. Supernatural creatures, other vampires, magic-users, they’re all fair game. But he will never kill a human. That’s where he draws the line.”

“And vampires don’t change.” Nate twisted one of the morning glory’s leaves in his fingers. “What does getting classified as human entail?”

Ben shrugged. “It’s hard to say. There’s a precedent for getting declassified as a magic-user or occult specialist, but going from something like vampire… As far as I know, I’m the first to apply. I’ve got all the information they could possibly need. The results of the Department Seven examination, a medical exam, a letter confirming my identity from my father’s lawyer, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough.”

“What more could they ask for?”

Ben took a deep breath. “There’s a good chance they’ll look into my lifestyle. Including my acquaintances.”

Nate went very still. “Meaning me.”

“Whether you’re Class Three Unknown or Class Five At Risk doesn’t make a single bit of difference to me. You’re more important to me than anyone else I know,” Ben said immediately. “This won’t be forever. Just until my application is approved.”

“You should have said something. What if I’d bungled in while—I don’t know—you were being interviewed or something? I could have ruined everything.”

“I was afraid to tell you.” Ben leaned against the windowsill. “I didn’t want you to be upset. You—being human was such a big part of your identity. Watching me pursue this, knowing you can’t—”

“It’s a good thing, Ben.” Nate’s hands were warm on Ben’s shoulders. “If it gets Saltaire off your back, a very good thing.”

Holding himself apart from that warmth was too hard. Ben gave in, leaning against Nate’s chest. “You’re sure?”

“Totally.” Nate’s arms settled around him. “No one deserves a break more than you, Ben. After all the crap you’ve been through, there’s no way I’d hold this against you.”

Ben breathed out. Hearing Nate say the words made him realize just how much he’d feared his reaction. “That means a lot.”

“Hang on a second.” Nate turned down the fire escape. “I’ve got something for you.”

“For me?” Ben stayed where he was. He heard the scrape as Nate opened his own window and climbed through it.

Nate’s voice floated back to him. “It’s not much. Sort of a—good luck charm.”

“I wasn’t aware your talents extended to luck. Or is this like your premonitions?”

“Careful, or I might decide to keep it.” The fire escape announced Nate’s return. He held out his hand to Ben. “Here. I was planning to put it on a piece of leather, so you could wear it if you wanted.”

It was an acorn, plump and glossy in Nate’s hand. Ben took it, relishing the smoothness of the seed. “An acorn?”

“It’s small, but it’s strong—strong enough to become an oak.” Nate glanced at him. “It’s from the tree in Mason’s Park.”

Ben’s head snapped up. “Where you got murdered?” He didn’t think he’d ever forget the horror of finding Nate’s dead body beneath the oak. “You went back there? Why?” That was the last place Ben wanted to go.

“That tree kept us safe from the revenants. And it’s where I figured out how to find you again and where you found me. It reminds me, even when the worst happens, we can—and have—overcome it.”

Finding strength in his own death? Ben caught his breath. Once again, Nate had taken him entirely unaware. “I’d never thought of it like that.”

“I usually keep it in my pocket. If I’m having a bad day, or something happens, it’s a good reminder of my own strength.”

“This is yours? Nate, I can’t take this—”

“I want you to have it. If I can’t be around to remind you how strong you are, then this is a good reminder.”

Ben’s hand tightened around the acorn. “It won’t be forever. Just until I get declassified.”

“I know.” Nate placed his hand over Ben’s. “Until then.” He leaned in.

I shouldn’t do this. Ben’s body tugged toward Nate, as if they were magnetically charged. He braced himself, but the touch of Nate’s mouth on his was still a shock. Nate was electric, the contact between them sending a buzz through Ben’s entire body. And weakened by days without any contact at all, Ben responded to it greedily. He tangled his fingers into the cloth of Nate’s T-shirt, holding him close as he sank into the kiss.

Nate hummed, a satisfied sound that rippled through Ben. How dare he sound so pleased with himself? Ben squeezed Nate’s arm in warning, as he fought for control of the kiss. It didn’t matter what he did. Nate was a master at this, and Ben’s heart pounded with awareness of how neatly he was trapped. And with Nate’s smooth lips trapping his tongue, his earthy scent mingling with the morning glory in every breath Ben took, he didn’t care—

He surged toward Nate, needing to feel more of him and collided with the edge of the ledge. Ben jerked back in pain. The arm not holding the acorn was still tangled around Nate’s shoulders—I don’t even remember when that happened—and Nate’s arms wrapped around his back. Ben took a deep breath.

And stepped back.

Nate let go as he did, straightening. The light from Ben’s bedroom caught his lips, made them shine. His eyes were almost completely dark. His cheeks were flushed, and it took him a moment to get his breathing under control.

Ben’s own chest rose and fell rapidly. He sucked in a breath, aware of just how close he’d come to succumbing to Nate’s charm. A part of him cried out to be trapped again. “Good night, Nate.” Oh fuck. He sounded shaky—far too breathless.

Nate’s mouth curved in amusement. “Night, Ben.” He turned, making his way down the fire escape. As he reached the platform beside his window, his voice floated back to Ben. “Don’t be a stranger.” His window clicked shut behind him.

Ben breathed out. He pulled the window of his room down. “Dangerous.” Every second he spent around Nate, the man got further beneath his skin.

And is that so bad? Ben tried to stamp down on the thought, but it persisted. He saved your life. Really cares about you. Wants what’s best for you—

But that was the problem. Ben took a deep breath. He didn’t know who he was. He had to figure that out first. Otherwise, he’d end up influenced by Nate.”

Is that such a bad thing?

Ben’s grip on the acorn tightened. Their relationship was too important to end up tainted, like… He swallowed. Thinking of his vampire family was always hard. He’d trusted them. Believed them. Really thought he was doing what he wanted… And now, he could never be sure just how far he’d been influenced.

Nate’s not Saltaire—or Hunter. He’s not even a vampire.

He was unknown. Ben put the acorn in his pocket and pulled the curtains firmly shut. No. It had to be this way.




Chapter Two

“SO. DID BREAKING into his apartment impress Ben with your strength of character or are you looking at a restraining order?”

Nate jolted back to his surroundings. He was standing in the center of the jogging track that looped around Mason’s Park, and judging from the dirty looks passing joggers sent him, he’d been there some time. In front of him stood Aki, Nate’s best friend and roommate, his hands on hips, drumming one foot against the path.

“I wasn’t doing it to impress him.” Nate resumed their jog.

Aki easily fell into pace beside him. “Didn’t work then. Why am I not surprised?”

“I had to talk to him about something serious.”

“Uh-huh.” Aki darted ahead, turning around to jog backward, so he could watch Nate’s expression. “Talk me through this. I want to know all about last night.”

“You’re going to collide with someone. Or fall.”

“Come on, Nate. Give me the play-by-play. You forced your way into his apartment and somehow he didn’t call the cops.” Aki was unrelenting. “I don’t know which one of you is more at fault here.”

“I needed to see him. And I did have news he needed to hear.” Nate grabbed Aki’s arm. “Corner.”

Aki slowed to a halt. “I can’t tell if this is a new level of desperation, or you’ve chosen the worst possible way to finally develop a spine.”

Nate squeezed Aki’s arm. “I’m not spineless. You remember when I took on a necromancer?”

“Accidentally. And you weren’t trying to date the necromancer.”

“Still.”

Aki shook his head. “Doesn’t count. Or do I have to remind you how long you held a torch for the demon who tried to kill you?”

Nate winced. He didn’t bother pointing out that it hadn’t been the demon he’d had feelings for, but the demon’s agent. It made no difference. Since their very first meeting, the guy had been bad for Nate. And everyone saw it but me.

The jogging track turned onto the square at the main entrance to Founder’s Park. Even midmorning on a weekday, the square was busy with people sitting on benches around the ornamental fountain. A food truck parked beside the entrance was in the process of setting up.

Aki headed toward a clear patch of the square, starting his post-run routine of stretches. “When it comes to Ben, you’re a complete pushover. The guy is obviously avoiding you, and instead of calling him on it or accepting his disinterest and getting a new hook-up, you pine.”

“Geez, Aki. You make it sound like I’ve done nothing but mope.” Nate copied Aki’s movements, standing one-legged to pull his foot toward his back.

Aki rolled his eyes. “Right. I forgot. You’ve been taking your plant obsession to new levels.”

Nate switched legs. “Exploring my powers is an important part of accepting who I am as a supernatural. If I want to get stronger and protect myself against supernatural threats, I need to know how to use what I’ve got.”

Aki paused, rotating his shoulders to tilt his head at Nate. “Protecting yourself against supernatural threat—or protecting Ben?”

Nate stiffened. “Not everything I do revolves around other people.”

“You really expect me to believe that your sudden willingness to embrace the supernatural aspects you’ve spent your entire life denying has nothing to do with the vampire upstairs?”

“He’s not a vampire. And—well, what happened with Sandy was a huge wake-up call.” Nate rubbed his shoulder. “I realized that ignorance isn’t any protection against the supernatural. I know I’m not going to please everyone—and I’m cool with that.”

“Uh-huh.” Aki narrowed his eyes. “If you’re so down with your supernatural self, you’ll have no problems telling me what you are.”

Damnit. “Aki. We’ve been over this. It’s not that I don’t want to tell you—it’s that I don’t know. There’s not exactly a dictionary definition of it.”

“Dryad?”

“Dryads are girls.” Nate ran his hand through his hair. “Look. You know about my powers and that I’m unknown. If I could tell you more, I would.”

“When you’re ready to admit that you’re a dryad, I’ll be right here. Until then, you’re proving my point.”

“I’m proving nothing. It’s not my secret to tell, Aki. If it was, you’d be the first to know.” Nate made his way toward the drinking fountain.

Aki followed. “Okay. Even accepting that you can’t tell me the truth about being a dryad, when was the last time you did something purely because you wanted to?”

Nate raised his head from the fountain. “Right now. I’m going jogging with my friend.”

“Going for the brownie points, huh? But tell me honestly—you ever go jogging without me?” Aki folded his arms and waited.

“I—” Nate’s brain stalled. The stream of water from the drinking fountain hit him on the chin. Nate stepped back, wiping water off himself.

“Point proved.” Aki smirked, stepping forward to use the fountain.

“It’s more fun jogging with you,” Nate protested.

“Despite the fact that as soon as I finish my warm-up, we’re travelling at two different speeds?”

“Yeah.” Nate wrung his T-shirt out and smoothed it down. “I enjoy talking with you. Like this.”

Aki snorted but didn’t quite manage to hide his smile. “Clumsy—but flattery will get you everywhere.”

The smell of cooking meat floated across the square. Nate looked to where the sausages were frying on the food truck grill. “Will it get me a hot dog? ’Cause I am starving.”

Aki turned to consider the truck. “You can’t pretend you forgot your wallet. Not when our wristbands come with a payment system.”

“I kind of used the last of my money on groceries yesterday.”

“But you went shopping on Saturday.”

Nate scratched the back of his neck. “Groceries for Ben.”

There was a long silence.

Aki sighed. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Mustard or ketchup?”

“Sauerkraut and cheese.”

“At least your choice in hot dog condiments isn’t intended to impress anyone. Gross.”

Nate claimed an empty bench in the sun. A breeze lifted the hair at the back of his neck, and he shut his eyes. He’d always liked the sun. As a kid, he’d loved finding a sun-speckled patch beneath the apple trees in the orchard to sit and pretend the rustling he heard was the wind rustling through his own leaves. Now, he didn’t have to imagine how sunlight felt to a tree. He knew.

“Here.” Aki had returned holding two cardboard containers. “One disgusting travesty of a hot dog for you, and a delicious chili dog with extra cheese for me. You can beg all you want, but you’re not getting a bite of mine.”

“Thanks, Aki.” Nate took the hot dog, immediately taking a big bite.

Aki shook his head as he sat on the bench. “I don’t know why I bother.”

“Rye et.” Nate swallowed and made a second attempt. “Try it. It’s really good—”

“I was talking about you spending your last dime on shopping for a guy who hasn’t called you in over a week.” Aki took a neat bite out of his hot dog. “I hope I don’t need to tell you how dumb that is.”

“It’s not dumb. He needed groceries.”

“Ben needs a lot of things, but I wouldn’t put groceries at the top of the list.” Aki pursed his lips. “You’re going about this all wrong.”

“So what do you suggest I do? I can’t drag him out of his apartment and make him have fun.”

“Sure about that? The guy’s been surrounded by alpha werewolves, master vampires, and supernatural hunters. Strength. He doesn’t need a personal shopper. He needs someone who is going to take charge. Not someone whose impulsive need to take care of people continually gets him in trouble.”

Nate hunched his shoulders. “There’s nothing wrong with being generous.”

“There’s a fine line between generous and pushover.” Aki paused to pick an onion out of his hot dog and flick it to the ground. “You’ve got to put your foot down somewhere.”

His action caught the attention of a dog. It slunk up to them, a shaggy dog, dirty with tangled gray fur. It gobbled up the onion and looked up at the two of them. It wagged its tail hopefully.

“Go away.” Aki stood, waving his hand at the dog. “Scram—Nate! Don’t encourage it!”

Nate threw the dog a chunk of hot dog. It gobbled it up at once. “Look how skinny it is. Poor thing’s probably starving.”

“It’s a walking flea factory. Ignore it.” Aki sat down, taking another bite of his hot dog. “What you want to do is take a leaf out of my book. Be more selfish.”

Nate raised an eyebrow. “That really a good thing?”

“Where you’re concerned? Yeah.” Aki nodded. “I’m up front about what I want—and I generally get it.”

Nate made a noncommittal noise around another bite of hot dog. Aki’s opinionated statements did not get him a huge amount of fans, and his dating history consisted of a string of one-night stands that never turned into anything more. He looked up—and met the pleading eyes of the dog.

“If you don’t put yourself first, who will? New Camden is no place for the weak.”

Nate jerked his gaze away from the dog to frown at Aki. “Being strong isn’t the same as being selfish.”

Aki delicately sucked a dash of sauce off his finger. “Yeah? How strong can you be when you’ve stretched yourself thin worrying about everyone except yourself?”

Nate looked down. “If you’re strong enough, you can handle that.”

The tawny eyes of the dog intruded into his vision. He tossed it the rest of the hot dog.

“That’s not strong. That’s—Nate! Seriously, what did I tell you?”

The dog gulped down the remainder of Nate’s hot dog in one bite. He nosed the ground, checking that he hadn’t missed anything, before looking up, his tail wagging.

“Hope you’re not expecting a second hot dog because if this is what you do with them…”

“Look how happy he is.” Nate stretched out his hand to the dog. “Here, boy.”

“He’s happy all right. He’s found the easiest mark in New Camden.” Aki glared at the dog. “Don’t look at me. I’m not a bleeding heart.”

“Don’t listen to him.” Nate stroked the dog’s ears. “He’s just mad because his last serious boyfriend dumped him over a beagle.”

“Shut the fuck up, Nate! That is not what happened.”

“Isn’t it?” Nate continued to stroke the dog. His fingers encountered something rough. “Look—it’s got a collar.”

“More fool you, then, for feeding someone else’s dog.”

“Do you see anyone who looks like its owner?” The dog tried to pull away, but Nate hooked his finger through the collar and held it in place. “Look. It’s got weird symbols on it instead of a number.”

Aki leaned forward to get a closer look. “You’re right. They look almost like runes—fuck!”

The dog made a sudden lunge. Aki jumped back—dropping his hot dog. In an instant it was gone, and the dog was licking its lips with noisy satisfaction.

“You see what comes of being nice?” Aki folded his arms.

Nate released the dog. “He’s just a hungry dog. He probably thought you were going to feed him.”

“And whose fault is that?” Aki dusted his hands off on his T-shirt. “If you don’t learn when to put your foot down, your impulsive generosity is going to get you in big trouble.”

“Will you chill? It’s just a hot dog.” Nate draped an arm around Aki’s shoulder. “Soon as I get my next pay check, I’ll treat you to another one.”

Aki sighed, letting Nate steer him toward the gates. “Will you at least think about what I’m saying?”

“I am thinking about it.”

“And?”

“Being generous is just who I am. I can’t change that—and if I do, aren’t I just doing what you say I shouldn’t be doing? Changing to try to make Ben happy?”

Aki frowned, leaning back against Nate. “How do you figure that?”

“If I’m trying to be someone I’m not, I’m not really changing. Just putting on an act. Like you being nice when you meet a hot guy for the first time.”

Aki elbowed him. “We’re not talking about my love life.”

“I’m just saying. When you meet someone new, you pull out all the stops. I’ve even heard you faking an interest in Top Gear for a guy.”

“That’s just what you do when you meet someone new. You go after them. And then as you get to know them, you care less about impressing them, and the real you comes through. And if you’re compatible, they stick around.” Aki shrugged. “It’s just bad luck that none of the guys I fall for click with me.”

“You don’t think that maybe they fall for the persona you present and not you?”

“Nate, you’re my best friend. You really think anyone would date me knowing my true personality?”

“Why not? I like you.”

Aki narrowed his eyes at him. “Yeah. But you’re—” He paused. “On second thought, Nate, you’re right. Don’t change.”

 

ACCEPTING HIS SUPERNATURAL self was one thing, walking into Department Seven was another. The police department dealing with New Camden’s supernatural crime was not part of the city police headquarters, or even City Hall. It was tucked down a bystreet, occupying a building that had seen better days as a dental clinic.

Nate hesitated at the door with a feeling of dread very similar to the fear of needing to get a tooth pulled. What am I afraid of? I’ve been arrested by them once. What is the worst that could happen?

The theme of the waiting room was “linoleum of the 1970s.” Being uncomfortable and ergonomically impossible did not prevent the rows of plastic chairs from being full. In fact, Department Seven appeared to be standing room only. To reach the front desk, Nate squeezed past a heavyset man with a beard straight out of Exodus.

A frazzled-looking woman answered the bell. “The briefing will start once our agents have finished interviewing a witness with knowledge of the missing wolf. I can’t say when that will be.”

“Uh—what?”

“The rogue werewolf,” the woman said. “If you’re after information, you’ll have to wait like all the rest.”

Nate glanced at the crowd. “I’m not here for a briefing.”

“You’re not?” The woman gave Nate a closer look, her gaze lingering on his chest. She patted her hair absently. “Here to report a supernatural crime?”

“Not that either.” Nate stood a little taller.

“I’m afraid that with the missing werewolf being a priority now, all nonessential work like hunting licenses or assessments are on hold.”

“I’ve got an appointment. With a counselor.”

The woman looked down at a paper in front of her. “Nathan Granger?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Take a seat. Well—find somewhere to wait. I’ll let Officer Kenzies know you’re here.”

“Kenzies is my counselor?” But the woman had already stepped through an internal door and vanished into the department.

Nate turned his attention back to the rest of the room. Is everyone here a supernatural hunter? It was a very mixed crowd. Predominantly male and indiscriminately fond of khaki, but there was a range of ages, experience, and style. Some, like the man blocking the entrance, Nate could have picked as a hunter—if not necessarily a werewolf hunter—immediately. Others, like the woman in a crisp business suit, he’d never have guessed. And others—

Others he knew very well.

“George? What are you doing here?”

George grinned at him. “I could ask you the same question. Considering a career change?” She wore a headscarf wound tightly around her skull, but a bandage protruding out from under it revealed the burns that she had been lucky to survive.

“Are you even well enough to hunt? Seriously, you only got discharged from hospital—what?” Nate did some mental calculations. “Three days ago?”

“Four. And before you tell me I should wait at least a month before going after a potentially fatal target, I’m here with an ulterior motive.” George motioned around her. “These guys don’t know it, but I’m auditioning them for the role of being my partner.”

Nate followed her gaze. “Makes sense.” George’s former partner in supernatural bounty hunting had been murdered a few weeks earlier—on Nate’s family farm. He cast around for something sympathetic to say.

“You interested? ’Cause for you I might consider a sixty-forty split of the profits.”

Nate snorted. “Thanks, but no. I had enough of supernatural investigations being on the receiving end of one.”

“Had to try.” George shrugged. “And the bounty offered for this wolf is really tempting. Too bad a werewolf’s the one thing you never hunt alone.”

“Even worse than a vampire?”

“Depends on the vampire.” George turned her head toward the door linking the waiting room to the department’s inner corridors. “Finally.”

The door swung open, and a powerfully built man in a suit emerged, speaking loudly. “—not impressed with the efforts of the investigation so far.” His voice was automatically pitched for podiums and his eyes ranged across the room professionally.

“You said. Repeatedly.” Even without being close enough to catch the air of stale tobacco and sulfur that hung around Gunn, Nate recognized his voice. No one else could inject three ordinary words with such venom. As he watched, a man with messy brown hair and an air of being a professional loiterer sauntered after the business-suited man. “Kind of hard to investigate a case without being allowed to release any information, Councilor Wisner. The media’s perfectly willing to run the story, but if we want the public to help us, they’re gonna need a bit more information. The guy’s name, for a start.”

Wisner frowned, tugging a handkerchief from his pocket. He held it over his nose. “I’ve made my wishes on that matter perfectly clear. It’s up to you to do the rest.” He eyed the room with distaste. “The operatives you mentioned?”

“You’ve barred us enlisting the help of the Magic-Users Guild.”

“I will not have them called in for what is pack business.”

“But you’ve got no problems using taxpayers’ money to run down your missing puppy.”

Wisner’s eyes flashed. “The rogue wolf is a danger to the city. His immediate capture is in the best interest of everyone concerned.”

“So you say.” Gunn raised his voice. “Ladies and, since I’m not allowed to use a more accurate appellation, gentlemen, you can stop cluttering up the waiting room and avail yourself of the briefing room. Form a line. Officer Simeon will take your names and check your license is current.”

“That’s me.” George joined the line of hunters. “Catch you later.”

As the hunters filed through the door, Nate made his way toward Gunn. The officer lit a cigarette, pointedly ignoring the ashtray the receptionist thrust at him.

Wisner stood next to him. “I’ll be taking the matter of your insubordination up before City Hall. Do you want to have another case of the necromancer on your hands?”

Gunn blew smoke out lazily. “Go ahead. Let’s find out what City Hall thinks about your refusal to allow us to take any action that might actually find the wolf.”

Wisner growled. The sound was low, fierce—and not at all human.

Nate stumbled to a halt.

His clumsy movement caught Wisner’s attention. The man jerked his head back. As his eyes fell on Nate, he stiffened. His nostrils flared, and he stared at Nate. His eyes were yellow.

“What are you doing here?” Gunn tapped his cigarette against the front desk. “Please don’t tell me you want in on the werewolf.”

“I’m here for counseling.” Nate was conscious of Wisner’s hard stare. “It’s one of the conditions of my—”

“Class three status. Gotcha.” Gunn motioned toward the door. “In the interrogation room. You remember how to find your way there?”

“I’ll work it out.” Nate hunched his shoulders. Gunn didn’t need to make it sound like he spent regular periods of time being interviewed by the police! Even if he had spent an inordinate amount of time in police company over the last two months…

Officer Simeon, a pale man with a moon-shaped face, gulped as Nate passed, ushering the last of the hunters into the briefing room. The interrogation room was farther down the hall. Even if Nate hadn’t remembered where to find it, the notice taped to the door would have given it away: Counseling Group-At Risk Supernaturals.

This can’t be right. Nate pushed the door open. I’m not at risk—and no one said anything about a group!

The room was just as it had been the last time Nate saw it. Table in the center of the room with a water cooler in one corner. Two of the plastic chairs were already occupied. A girl slouched in her seat. Her long brown hair was styled like something from The Lord of the Rings. She wore a long-sleeved cardigan and a patchwork skirt and was talking to a scowling guy wearing a fedora. He had his elbows on the table and leaned forward, energetically arguing his point. Nate’s confusion increased. Neither of his companions looked like at-risk supernaturals. As he entered the room, they fell silent.

“Hey.” Nate fought the urge to wipe his hands on his jeans. “I’m supposedly here for counseling. Am I interrupting?”

“We haven’t started yet.” The girl motioned to the seat beside her. She sat up straight, and Nate realized she was easily as tall as he was. “Um—”

“Fresh blood.” The guy looked at Nate with undisguised interest. “Well, well. What are you then?”

Nate gulped. He’d known he’d have to face these sorts of questions, but he hadn’t expected it to be so soon! He took the seat offered, conscious that they were both watching him. “Actually—”

“He’s a witch,” the girl said. Her face was flushed. “I can sense it. You have a very strong connection to the earth.” She wound a thin plait of hair around her finger. “Me, too. Air. I mean—I’m a witch but my strongest connection is to air.”

What on earth have I gotten myself into? “I’m a Class Three Unknown, actually.”

“Unknown,” the guy repeated. “Interesting.” His face still wore a scowl, but Nate was beginning to think that was his habitual expression—he didn’t sound annoyed. “I too, prefer to remain an enigma. No labels for me.”

“Funny.” The door had swung open without them noticing, and Kenzies stood in the doorway. She was a short but powerfully built woman with rust-colored red hair and sharp, tawny eyes. She moved extremely lightly for her heavy build. Setting a pile of files down on the table in front of her, she took a seat at the head of the table. “I can think of plenty.” She looked across the table. “Pleased you could join us, Nate.”

“Happy to be here,” Nate mumbled. “But I thought these sessions were one-on-one?”

“Usually they are.” Kenzies settled back in her chair with the ease of someone long inured to their discomfort. “But due to a lack of resources, we had to combine them. Hopefully, we’ll be back to normal in a few weeks. Until then, it’s our hope that the three of you might be able to support each other.” She looked at the other two. “You introduced yourselves?”

“Just getting to that,” the guy said stiffly. “Greetings, Nate. I am Vazul.” He raised his hat.

“And I’m Charlotte.” She smiled at him. “It’s great to have you here.”

Nate ducked his head awkwardly. “It’s cool to meet you.”

“Now that’s done…” Kenzies opened the file in front of her. “Business.”

Nate held up his hand. “I’ve got a question.”

“Go for it, blossom.” Kenzies grinned at him. There was a disconcerting amount of teeth in her smile.

Werewolf. Right. Nate didn’t know why the reminder of Kenzies’s animal nature was such a surprise to him. He’d seen her as a wolf. “The sign on the door said ‘at risk’?”

“It’s a new initiative. Started by Councilor ‘Department Seven isn’t overworked enough’ Wisner.” Kenzies rolled her eyes. “Younger supernaturals considered to be at risk of developing dangerous tendencies are closely monitored, introduced to appropriate support networks, and a range of community-focused tasks designed to engender positive self-worth.”

Vazul sneered. “In other words, we’re to be subjected to arbitrary checkups, forced to account for our time, and made to work as unpaid labor for the good of the city.”

Nate studied him. Suddenly the “at risk” part made sense.

“We caught Vazul spray-painting anti-human sentiment onto walls in the city,” Kenzies said, answering Nate’s unasked question.

“I protest! I was framed—you have no evidence that I was responsible!”

Kenzies ignored him. “Charlotte’s here for the indiscriminate use of magic in a public place.”

Charlotte frowned. “It wasn’t indiscriminate! There was this pigeon with an injured wing. I wanted to help it, but it kept running away. So I—called on a wind to gently lift it to me.”

“You need a Class-Five license for any sort of magic in a public place,” Kenzies reminded her. “And Nate. You’ve added to your file since our last meeting.”

Nate squirmed. “I don’t think we need to go into that.”

“You sure? Because I’d really like to know about some of these charges.” Kenzies opened a file. Nate could see his name on the cover. “But hey, as long as you haven’t put any more trees through any walls, we’re moving in the right direction.”

“Trees?” Vazul frowned.

“I’m good with plants,” Nate said. “Um. Very good, actually.”

“Why don’t we start with our plant whisperer then. How are things going, Nate?”

Nate tugged at the collar of his T-shirt. “Good? I mean—I’m back at work.”

“Participating in social activities with your peers?”

“Uh—I went jogging with Aki this morning if that’s what you mean.”

Kenzies checked off a box. “Threatened anyone with intentional harm or caused or nearly caused injury, inadvertently or otherwise, to anyone this week?”

Nate stared at her. “No!” Breaking in did not count, right? Because he’d left Ben’s apartment in better condition—

“Great.” Kenzies closed his file. “Now, Vazul—”

“My affairs are in order, though I would like to register that I resent being forced to report like a common miscreant.” Vazul leaned forward.

“Socialized with your peers? Playing World of Warcraft doesn’t count.”

Vazul scowled. “I don’t see why not. No—unless you count attending tutoring sessions with my so-called ‘peers.’”

“Caused harm?”

Vazul rolled his eyes. “No—but I have to protest the underlying assumption of your question—”

There was a knock at the door. Officer Simeon stuck his head around the door and gulped.

Kenzies swiveled in her chair to face him. “Kind of in the middle of something. It can’t wait?”

Simeon shook his head. His eyes were pale and prominent. As he gazed across the room, he refused to meet anyone’s eyes. “The hunters want a werewolf perspective.”

Nate stared. It was the first time he’d ever heard Simeon speak, and the sibilant lisp gave him a distinctly uneasy feeling.

“What do they think I am, a performing dog?” Kenzies picked up the files. “Talk among yourselves. You can get started on that group bonding.”

As soon as the door closed behind her, Vazul looked at Nate. “How do you put a tree through a wall?”

“There were circumstances, okay?” Nate poked at the surface of the table. He hunched his shoulders, avoiding looking at either of his companions.

“There would have to be. An entire tree?”

“Just the top half.” Nate bit his lip. He really didn’t want to talk about this. “This werewolf situation’s really serious, huh? I heard a bit about it on the news, but turning up, seeing all those hunters… This is a really big deal.”

“Don’t you believe it.” Vazul leaned back in his chair. He folded his arms across his chest. “It’s all a contrived spectacle.”

“But the werewolf—are you saying there isn’t one?”

Charlotte tucked her plait of hair behind her ear. “He’s out there all right. But he isn’t dangerous.” Her eyes darted across the table. “As a matter of fact, he’s the third member of this group.”

“No way.” Nate followed her gaze to the empty chair. “And he’s gone rogue?”

Vazul snorted. “Grant’s not the type to do something like that. He’s the responsible member of the group.”

Charlotte nodded. “I think being around Kenzies was hard for him—wolves tend to rub each other the wrong way—but they also got each other in a way the rest of us didn’t. He was pretty much the poster child for the success of this program.”

“Huh.” Nate frowned. “So what happened?”

“Nothing.” Vazul slapped the table. “This entire thing is a farce.”

Nate remembered the reception area crowded with hunters. “It can’t be nothing. Every hunter in the city is out there looking for him!”

“All that happened is that the guy left his house one day and didn’t come back. Ludicrous! The guy is a young man in his prime. Of course he is going to go out—”

“He didn’t come back? But that’s a big deal, isn’t it?” Nate was still in trouble for going home after the necromancer attacks and not giving the department his address.

“He didn’t get the chance,” Charlotte said. “His pack freaked out and the city launched a manhunt—”

“So even if he was planning on coming home, he couldn’t—not without being arrested,” Vazul finished. “The entire situation is preposterous.”

Charlotte nodded eagerly. “Grant suspects it was planned—”

Nate sat up. “Wait. You’ve talked to him?”

Charlotte and Vazul shared a glance. “At the start,” Charlotte said. “Before things spiraled into the mess they are now.”

“And we have no idea where he is now.” Vazul scowled. “So it’s no good getting on your high horse and telling us to come clean. We know nothing that can help the department—not that they’re going to be deterred from this counseling farce.”

“Are you saying that the counseling is a—” Nate hesitated.

“A front to keep us under observation?” Charlotte picked a piece of fluff off her sleeve. “I thought so—until you showed up.”

“The city’s on edge since the necromancer attacks,” Vazul agreed. “Individual supernatural rights are getting trampled just to make the public feel safe.” He slung his satchel onto the table and started digging through it. “I produce a pro-supernatural rights newsletter. My latest editorial—”

Kenzies opened the door. “Sorry, kids. We’re going to have to cut this short. My colleagues are apparently unable to deal with such high technology as PowerPoint without me.”

Charlotte and Vazul stood, and Nate hastily followed. From their attitudes, he gathered this wasn’t an uncommon occurrence.

Kenzies stepped back so they could file out of the doorway past her. “Any news of our mutual friend?”

“None,” said Vazul loftily. “And I resent your use of ‘our.’ You’re not Grant’s friend.”

“Why aren’t you looking for him?” Charlotte asked. “As a werewolf, wouldn’t that give you an advantage?”

Kenzies smiled grimly. “You’d think so. But Wisner isn’t thrilled with the idea of a wolf that is outside his jurisdiction entering his pack’s territory.”

“Strange,” Vazul said. “It’s almost like he doesn’t want Grant found.” He walked away, Charlotte hurrying after him.

Nate hesitated.

Kenzies gave him a brief smile. “That wasn’t that bad, was it, petal?”

And I thought it couldn’t get any worse than ‘blossom.’ “I guess not. It wasn’t entirely what I was expecting.”

“It never is.” Kenzies glanced at the files she held. “Next session is the same time next week. See you then—providing you can go a week without incident.”

Nate snorted. “You make it sound like I’m some sort of trouble magnet.”

Kenzies raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you?”

 

IT WAS A long walk back to the apartment from Department Seven, but without bus fare, Nate had no other choice. As he approached their building, Nate was still turning over the events of that morning. Trouble magnet? What is with everyone giving me a hard time today? First Aki, then Kenzies… “It’s not like I actively go looking to endanger myself.”

A sudden sound to his right made him jump. Something in the alley beside the apartment block had moved. Nate looked around, but he was the only person in sight.

That’s definitely suspicious. Nate climbed back down the stairs. Smoking’s not against the law, so why hide? And if they’re not smoking, why would anyone be lurking in an alley next to an apartment block unless they were up to something?

At first glance, the alley was empty. The dumpster was full and residents had stacked their excess rubbish bags beside it ready for collection. One of the bags had been torn open, its contents strewn across the concrete.

An animal? New Camden’s crows were notorious for getting into things. Nate peered down the alley and caught movement in the shadows beyond the sofa that had been sitting there ever since 5-A moved out. “Hey. You again.”

The dog from the park raised its ears. He stepped cautiously into the alley, his tail beginning to wag. Evidently, he recognized Nate.

“Looking for a meal, huh? I guess those hot dogs wouldn’t feed a dog for long.” Nate held out his hand. “Well, I won’t tell if you don’t.”

The dog padded up to him, happily accepting the petting.

Totally someone’s pet. Nate bit his lip. His owner clearly cared for the dog—he was too well socialized not to have come from a caring home—but something must have happened for the dog to end up on the street.

Nate remembered Aki’s words and straightened. Not your problem. Wherever the dog’s owner was, they could find him themselves. “Good dog. Hope you find something more appealing than trash.”

The dog sat back on his hind legs and looked up at Nate. His tail beat the ground.

Nate shook his head. “Sorry. I’m all out of hot dogs.” He turned, climbing the stairs to the automatic doors.

As he keyed in the entry code, Nate became aware of a pressure between his shoulder blades, as if he was being closely observed. He turned.

The dog stood behind him on the stairs. His tail began to work again.

“Oh no.” Nate shook his head. “No way. You wouldn’t believe the fit Aki would throw—and I’m pretty sure there was a no-pet clause in our lease.”

The dog took a step toward him. His yellow eyes, turned pleadingly upon Nate, shone in the dim light.

“I said no, and I meant it.” Nate turned, stepping quickly through the door. He pulled it shut behind him before the dog could dart in.

Success!

Nate hit the button for the elevator. Not quite such a pushover, after all. Aki would have to eat his words.

The elevator doors opened. Nate stepped in, turning to hit the button for the seventh floor. His eyes met those of the dog, watching him mournfully through the glass door. His tail, his ears—everything about the dog—drooped.

Nate wavered.




Chapter Three

THE REGISTRY WAS located in a stone building, built in Neo-Gothic style. Dwarfed by surrounding skyscrapers, the building was in deep shadow, even this late in the morning. There was something distinctly sepulchral in the columns and arches of the building, something that reminded Ben way too closely of a crypt. He hesitated before the main door, clutching his application in his hands.

“For what it’s worth, I think you’re making a big mistake.” George stuck her hands in her jean pockets.

Ben shot her a look. “If you think it’s a mistake, why did you come?”

George shrugged. “It’s a mistake that’s important to you. Though I got to ask, you’re serious about this whole declassification thing?”

He looked down at the papers he held. “Absolutely.”

“Think of what you’re giving up.” George motioned extravagantly. The two guys slouched against the building’s wall gave her a strange look. “A life of excitement, of danger, of high risk—and even higher rewards!”

“I was never in hunting for the money.”

“That’s only part of it! Admit it—you liked knowing that at the end of the day, New Camden was a safer place because of you.”

Ben winced. As a vampire, he’d known that at any moment, if he lowered his guard he stood the risk of losing control, killing innocents or—worst of all—dooming other people to share his fate. “I’m okay with being ordinary.”

“But the freedom of it all, the knowledge you’re breaking new ground every time you go to work? You’re really going to give that up for”—George cast a look at the surrounding streets—“boredom central?”

Ben grinned. “Yeah. It’s going to be great.”

George shook her head. “One week of ordinary and you’re going to be wishing for a ghoul or a phantom, anything to break the monotony. Trust me, I know. You don’t know how many hours I spent in that hospital, praying for a revenant to leap into that ward.” She stepped up to the door and pushed it open. “Ladies first.” She stepped through.

“If you were that bored, you should have said.” Ben followed George into the reception area.

The Registry was arranged more like the foyer of a stately home than the office building it was. An array of wooden chairs formed a line against one wall. A woman wearing pince-nez glasses sat upright behind the reception desk. Ben stepped toward her.

A man loomed out of the shadows beside the door. “What’s your business here?”

Ben jerked to a halt. “Excuse me?”

The man’s eyes flashed. He wore a suit, but it didn’t sit right on him, giving the impression of a hand-me-down from a bigger man. “State your business.”

“That’s a personal matter—hey!” Ben was too slow to stop the man snatching his application, and he didn’t dare risk tearing the papers by grabbing them back. “Are you Registry staff? I want to see some ID!”

The man ignored his protests. He thumbed through the papers and then shoved them back at Ben.

“What the hell is that about?” George placed her hands on her hips. “You owe us an explanation.”

The man growled. “I don’t owe you anything.” He stalked out the door.

Ben and George stared after him.

“That part of the application process?”

Ben shook his head. “I didn’t see anything online about it—”

The lady with the pince-nez cleared her throat. “If I can help?”

Ben handed over his application. She looked at it and then cast a sharp look at him. “An unprecedented request.”

“I know.” Ben grimaced. “I’ve included everything I could think of.”

She flipped through the pages. “You certainly appear to have made a thorough job of it. You’ve included your address? Good.”

George leaned on the desk. “What’s the deal with Mr. Personality at the door? I thought the Registry was just an office.”

“The Registry is where all the official records of New Camden’s supernatural population are kept,” the woman corrected her. “Department Seven enforces the classifications, while the Register makes the rulings on them. We’re usually quiet, but lately the council thought we should have more in the way of security.” Her expression was disapproving. “I’m afraid that this is an interim measure until the council can vote on the matter. I don’t wish to criticize volunteers but a more personable approach would not go amiss.” She stamped Ben’s papers. “I’ll take these through to the office. One moment.”

The echoes of her footsteps died away, leaving only silence. Ben became aware of just how quiet the building was. The air weighed down on them. “You feel that?”

George looked around. “Magic?”

“It makes sense. There’d have to be pretty powerful wards on the place, given what it contains.” Ben resisted the urge to shiver. The atmosphere of the building was getting to him. It feels like a grave in here—and I should know.

The woman returned with a piece of paper acknowledging receipt of Ben’s papers. “You’ll hear from us soon.”

The air was warmer outside the building, but Ben couldn’t shake off the feeling of cold that followed him. He put his hands in the pockets of his jacket, setting off down the street at a fast pace.

The man in the suit was in conversation with the two men loitering outside the Registry. He didn’t so much as glance at Ben and George as they passed.

“Someone’s in a hurry.” George jogged to keep up with Ben. She glanced as his face. “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts already? I figured it’d be fast, but not this fast!”

Ben shook his head. “It’s not that.” He came to a halt. “The altercation with that guy in the suit. I felt pretty confident about my application before, but now… I guess he’s thrown me.”
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